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  Author Note



Please note that I’m a British author and use UK English spelling and grammar throughout this series.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Two long weeks ago today, the witch’s coven announced I’d go to trial for Justin’s murder.

I kicked my empty breakfast tray. It slid over the concrete floor and clattered against the jail cell bars.

Murder. Like I could do that to a friend, to someone who cared about helping people and rooting out corruption as much as Justin had.

I shook my head. The Wild Magic Containment Force didn’t even consider another suspect. Some officers, I was sure, helped frame me – hiding, losing and destroying vital evidence for my defence. No doubt because Justin’s undercover operation hit a bit too close to home. And the rest judged me guilty.

But even without the corruption, I wouldn’t have dodged a trial. My Wildes ancestors were mass murderers. So when a newly discovered Wildes lived a street away from an officer’s murder, an officer ordered to watch her movements… they didn’t look into other options very hard. Especially when Justin’s partner that night, and witness to his murder, pointed his finger squarely at me. 

I was the perfect scapegoat.

And finding a lawyer to pick apart their lies wasn’t as simple as the human world. They weren’t allocated. We had to convince them to take our case. Which was impossible. Either they were unwilling to work for me, or whoever arranged Justin’s death was keeping them away.

I gritted my teeth. Dwelling on Justin’s murder – and the fact his real killer was still out there – was like inhaling shards of glass. 

But torturing myself got us nowhere.

We needed to get this trial over with quick, force the WMCF to investigate the right people. Or at least get me out of here so I could track down who did this.

That meant focusing on things I could change. And today I finally had a spark of flickering hope to grasp with both hands.

Shane promised news for today’s visit.

My heart skipped a beat every time I thought about his smile tucked into his cheek and the weight of his arms around me. An oasis of calm in my worries.

It couldn’t be long till visiting hours now…

I stared at the bright spell which bound my offensive magic, looped around my wrists like bloody glow stick bracelets. They pulsated roughly in time with a second. I counted a few but quickly lost track.

They’d taken almost everything from me in this place but they took particular pleasure in hiding the time. Without Shane, I’d forget what day it was. I suspected it was step one in breaking me down.

In this basement cell I didn’t even have a window.

For two weeks I’d not heard birdsong, felt the wind on my skin or the bristle of grass under my feet. I felt like half of a person.

Footsteps approached, and the morning guard peered in.

With her scraped-back ponytail and hard, makeup-less face, she reminded me of an ageing PE teacher. She acted like one, too, not speaking unless she had orders to relay. No chitchat.

I didn’t even ken her name. A theme with my guards. But she was the best of the lot. She didn’t talk much, but she didn’t jab me when no one was looking, or comment on what I did to another guard like I wasn’t listening.

‘Is it visiting hours?’ She had no other reason to be here.

She gave a minute shake of her head. ‘Step back, Wildes.’

Could this be a break in routine, from her? I didn’t believe it. I moved right up to the bars.

Any other guard would’ve hit the metal with their baton until I backed off, but she didn’t react.

They only let me out of my cell for lukewarm showers, and I wasn’t due one today. So where was she taking me?

‘What is it? I am seeing Shane today?’

I stared, waiting for a blink, for any emotion in her robotic face.

I’d been mulling on Shane’s news since he visited my cell last night. Without a lawyer willing to speak for me, and barely any witnesses, I’d been stuck in my cell, exactly where Justin’s murderers wanted me. If something changed… I had to see him.

She rolled her eyes, then slotted a key into the lock.

There it was, a tiny slip in her bland professionalism.

I smiled. If she thought I was being overdramatic, they weren’t keeping Shane away. I’d still see him, after whatever this was.

The lock clicked. She waved her hand and muttered something. The multicoloured spell around the bars dulled to nothing.

The door creaked open.

‘Walk in front,’ she said, jabbing her baton at the long corridor.

I brushed past her and led the way, pausing every five metres for her to physically unlock and then unravel the spells on each new set of doors.

So, what waited for me upstairs? Was it an early shower? I didn’t think so. The guard was too cagey.

I trudged to the next floor. My gut curdled and tugged me up the steps.

Whatever was there, my spirit powers wanted me to see it. I bit my lip. Was Shane okay? Did something happen?

‘Turn left.’

I paused, and my guard walked into me.

‘Damn it, Wildes! Move!’

I glared at her.

Right led to the bathrooms, left to the main processing rooms. I hadn’t been there since the day they took my details and gave me my uniform. So why now? I squinted at the brightly lit corridor.

My guard’s baton poked me. Hard. 

‘Ugly hag,’ I muttered, continuing my march past several force employees.

Stay alert. Lyall eyed the hallway behind me from his perch on my shoulder.

I shouldn’t have felt so alone with my familiar watching my back, but I did. He wasn’t physically here. He couldn’t hug me or fight off the guards. That was probably why the guards hadn’t bothered taking away the weekly potions that allowed me to see and communicate with him.

I ken.

It was an effort not to stare out the windows. The rich green and soft blue seemed unreal after so long in my dull cell.

But the WMCF officers watched me like I was the most dangerous person to ever walk their halls.

I couldn’t be distracted. Even for a moment. The guards were like tinder. One wrong move, and they’d erupt.

The two officers who barred the door to the car park were a prime example. They crackled with tension, their eyes dead, and their bodies stiff as statues.

Beyond those doors, protestors chanted the same old slogans, their signs plastered over every other window. They never quit.

I gritted my teeth. I wasn’t sure they’d ever look past my name. I was a Wildes. My ancestors were murderers. So in their eyes I was already guilty. How did I beat that?

‘Stop.’ My guard opened a plain, unlabelled door on my right.

Shane.

My feet drew me to him, my blood rushing through my ears.

They’d always made him visit my cell before, the guards snickering down the corridor, like we were their personal soap opera.

Moving me to a private room was ‘too dangerous’. So what changed?

Mira, Shane’s Canadian lynx familiar, lay on her side, showing her fluffy belly. She stretched an oversized paw towards me in that lazy way cats greet their people.

Her golden eyes watched me, but she felt dimmer, the waves of contained danger she normally gave off somehow declawed.

Shane seemed drained, too, hunched over the table, his eyes shut, massaging his temples.

I bit my lip, aching to wrap him in a hug.

His ruffled hair had that dark rock star look that usually sent my mind tumbling into sheet-twisting fantasies. But I wasn’t sure he’d noticed me yet, which probably meant his hands had torn through his hair with stress. This wasn’t the happy meeting I’d hoped for.

I pulled in a breath. His pine-and-musk scent comforted me like a thick blanket. That at least was the same. I reached for his broad shoulders, wishing I could see his face, run my hand over his back and ask how he was.

A man cleared his throat.

Heart racing, I swung to face him.

I’d been so wrapped up in Shane, I hadn’t registered the man on the far side of the table.

He was in his mid-thirties, though he dressed older in shiny brown shoes and a beige, patterned waistcoat.

Only the eccentric and the snobby elite dressed like that. Unless they were at a wedding. So who was he, and why was he here?

He bounced his leg so hard the table jiggled.

I gritted my teeth, itching to hold him still. After the cell’s quiet, any noise seemed unreasonably loud.

The newcomer glanced at me, and then his gaze strayed to the walls, the table, his hands… Always moving.

He wasn’t Shane’s news, was he?

He doesn’t look that convincing.

No.

He firmly belonged in the eccentric box.

Shane finally looked up and smiled, the tension draining from his face. ‘Bee.’

My heart slowed, the soft purr of his voice warming me through. Hell, the need in that one word. He’d missed me. My cheeks flushed, drawing his gaze and quick, sexy grin.

But I worked not to wince. Out of the dingy basement cells, the harsh light emphasised the bags under his eyes. They were so dark they seemed bruised. His face was sharper, thinner. His clothes were baggier, too. He’d lost weight. A lot of it.

I nibbled on my lip, a knot of guilt growing to a scratchy lump in my throat. This was my fault. I’d put too much on him.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

‘Can’t complain. You?’ His gaze checked every inch of my exposed skin.

It was more inspection than sexual, but a shiver ran down my neck with memories of his firm hands pressing into my hips and his featherlight kisses, tickling my neck.

I swallowed hard. ‘They’re treating me okay.’

He didn’t need to ken about the bruises on my back, upper arms, and shins from the guards’ rough handling. I’d already laid too much on him.

I nodded to the new guy. ‘Is this the news you brought?’

We’d not made any real progress since the WMCF and the coven sent me to prison. If the fidgeter was a potential witness, maybe Shane could finally take a step back and rest.

‘Yes.’ Shane’s voice was tired, resigned.

The new guy’s eyes flicked between me, Shane, and the open door in an endless loop.

‘Shut it, guard,’ the stranger said, glaring past me.

I blinked. Had he just told my guard to shut up?

She raised an eyebrow, obviously thinking the same thing, but the new guy looked between her and the door, his cheek twitching, until she gave us privacy.

Well, he had more backbone than I thought. And more sway.

My guards never listened to me, no matter how much I cursed or threatened or pleaded, so why did she listen to this guy? Was I wrong? Did he have pull?

‘Who are you?’ I dragged out the last chair, its legs squeaking on the floor.

‘We should get started.’

I fought not to narrow my eyes. That didn’t answer my question. I turned my chin to Shane.

He sighed, twisting his hands together. ‘This is Julian Bisset, your representative.’

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. Though it came out more like a snort.

This guy was a lawyer? He wore a suit but he wasn’t the charismatic powerhouse I’d expected to take my case, the kind drawn to a high-profile trial where all the attention was on them and the result.

Oh, jeez, his eyelid twitched.

But he hadn’t walked out when I laughed at him. Most people would’ve. So why did Julian take me on? Was he helping? Or was he a plant, bribed or blackmailed into mucking up my defence?

Julian glanced again at the door and then all around the room.

‘Why do you keep looking around like that?’ I asked.

‘Cameras.’

Was he paranoid, too?

He finally stopped checking the corners and walls, but his fingers tapped the table in intricate patterns. Watching him was exhausting.

‘How many candidates did we have, Shane?’ Because this guy could not be the best of the bunch.

Subtly, he gestured to Julian.

One. That’s all I got. My stomach overturned, and a shot of fear hit my heart.

Julian couldn’t sit still. And from what I’d seen, I didn’t trust his mind much either.

All the trial books Shane found said a lawyer who came across well was key to a good defence or prosecution. Personality. Charm. Magnetism.

This guy’s twitches and fiddling had me so on edge I could barely look at him, so how could he convince people I was innocent – and help me avoid the death penalty?

‘How many criminal cases have you won?’ I asked. Maybe he was eccentric but killed it in the courtroom. Maybe.

Julian clasped his hands, then readjusted his hold, again and again, but his gaze was over my shoulder. ‘You’ll be my first criminal case.’

‘First!’ I sat on my hands before I slammed the table. ‘How can this be your first case?’

My chest was so tight I struggled to pull in breath. At least one competent lawyer must want to defend me?

‘I usually practice contract law.’

‘He comes highly recommended by his clients,’ Shane said. ‘He’s handled very successful mergers.’

Still, he couldn’t meet my eyes.

This wasn’t what I had in mind when I asked him to find me allies and a good lawyer.

Contract law doesn’t come under coven jurisdiction.

Even better!

Julian looked at me. ‘Did you do it?’

‘What?’

‘Kill Justin Holt.’

My breath flew out of me. Even this long after being accused of murdering my friend, hearing it hurt.

‘No. I didn’t kill him.’ What did he expect, a confession? ‘You’re sure he’s a lawyer, Shane?’

Okay, that was rude, but asking me if I did it, really?

‘He’s a lawyer.’ Shane didn’t blink. ‘Your lawyer.’

Shane’s bitten nails and rough stubble tugged on that knot in my throat. He’d put everything he had into finding me a defence, and this was the best he’d found.

I laced my shaky hands together, the hard shell I’d built around what might happen to me shattering.

They may as well string me up now.

‘And the DNA?’ Julian asked.

‘What DNA?’ My voice trembled.

Shane’s eyes snapped to mine, brimming with guilt and concern.

I bit my tongue. Couldn’t have that.

‘You took DNA from students?’

Did he want me to admit to all my accused crimes? ‘Why are you asking?’ Good. This time I sounded stronger, frustrated.

‘I need to know what you have and haven’t done if I’m to successfully defend you.’

To hell with it. I’d already admitted the DNA thing and been caught at it. My academy roommate, Kaylee, wouldn’t hold back retelling that story in court, so telling him did no harm.

I glanced at the thin line of Shane’s downturned lips. He’d want me to try, too.

‘Shane, Cameron, and I collected DNA for Justin and the Wild Magic Containment Force, aye. It was part of his investigation.’

‘Category one punishments will be difficult to pursue for privacy and personal data infraction, though not for murder,’ he mumbled, scratching notes into his pad.

‘Category one?’ I asked.

‘Death. Or the stripping of your magic through a familiar fade.’

Such a clinical name for the worst-case scenarios that plagued my nightmares. How was he so practical talking about it?

Julian slotted his pen through the rings of his pad and collected his things. ‘Thank you.’ He walked out.

I stared at his empty seat. He’d left. Just like that. Shouldn’t he have gone over strategies, or payments, or witnesses? Or any of the other things Shane and I exhausted over the last few weeks?

I shook my head.

Shane stroked my arm.

Warmth seeped into my bones.

‘It’s good to see you out of that cell,’ he said, his eyes catching mine, searching. 

He wanted to ken how I was. How imprisonment was. What I really thought of my chances with Julian defending me.

I licked my lips, so tempted to tell him everything, like I had on every previous visit. I smoothed his ruffled hair, but he still looked spent. Breakable.

‘It’s good to see you, too.’

Without the guards watching us like a zoo exhibit, I could imagine we were outside the prison, on a date, or visiting friends. That snippet of normality was worth far more than the loony lawyer.

I pushed that thought into a smile, relief flashing through me when Shane’s shoulders finally relaxed.

‘How did you get permission to move me?’

‘Julian arranged it.’

I took it back. Loony went too far. Begging, bribing, and going through the proper channels got Shane and I exactly nowhere on that score, so the lawyer did have some pull. Or maybe I’d needed a lawyer to get a reprieve from my cell all along.

‘Why is he so… scattered?’ I asked.

Shane rubbed his neck. ‘Please don’t get mad.’

Shit. I’d ruined the mood. And that phrase was never a good sign. ‘Why?’

‘He’s in recovery.’

I gritted my teeth. My mother’s many failed attempts at Gamblers Anonymous came back in vivid, blood-boiling colour. ‘He’s an addict?’

‘He’s a recovering addict. He’s been clean for five years.’

‘Then why is he twitchy, like he’s in withdrawal?’

And why the hell had I thought we could find a decent lawyer to take my case? No money, no influence, and my bad reputation made sure that couldn’t happen.

‘Fae drugs mess with the nervous system. Sometimes they cause permanent damage.’

A broken system, and a broken lawyer.

I laughed and couldn’t stop. I held a stitch. Hiccoughs interrupted the hysteria.

My lawyer was a damaged drug addict, my best witness and good friend was dead, with me framed for his murder, and most witches wanted me dead for my Wildes blood. I had it right the first time. Wildes Witch Academy was too good to be true.

This could be going better.

No shit, Lyall.

He was half the reason I was in this mess!

Shane drew back into his chair, staring at his shoes. Mira bristled beside him.

‘I tried my best, Bee. If I had any other options, I’d bring them to you. But Julian is all we have.’

Double shit. I took a few deep breaths to settle the hiccoughs. ‘I ken. This isn’t your fault.’

He’d have explored every possibility before resting with Julian.

‘I should’ve done more,’ he said.

‘No. You threw everything at this.’

And maybe it was paranoia, but that brought me back to asking why Julian was here. Someone pulled strings to keep people away, or to make Julian apply. But which?

‘Why did Julian take my case?’ I was very careful to keep my voice neutral.

Shane rolled a shoulder. ‘He was asked.’

‘By you?’

‘No. The coven sent invitations to every practising representative when we couldn’t hire one ourselves. It’s standard procedure this close to a trial date.’

So they’d shopped my case around to anyone who’d finished law school as a last resort. Fantastic.

‘Anything else I should ken? Did you find any new witnesses?’ I’d need them with Julian.

‘No. I’m sorry. I’m trying everything I can think of, but…’

‘But you’re being stonewalled. I get it.’

Both his eyes were bloodshot, more red than white.

I had to stop piling pressure on him. He’d taken time out from the academy to help me and spent most days travelling between potential witnesses and lawyers’ offices, and he still made it here for visiting hours. This wasn’t what he signed up for. He was all I had, but he deserved praise and support, not complaints and a nagging need for more.

The thought of a few days without Shane’s visits put a weight on my chest, but I had to ask.

‘Will you take a few days off? For me? You look dead on your feet.’

He grunted. ‘I’ll sleep when your trial’s over.’

‘You’ll think better after a break. And I won’t be alone. I’ll have Julian.’ I tried to inject enthusiasm and failed miserably.

Shane just stared at me.

I squeezed his hands. ‘You can’t keep going on caffeine and willpower forever.’

‘It’s fine.’

I opened my mouth to argue, but he tugged me around the table, into his lap, and kissed me.

His sweet taste chased away the trial and my lawyer and the prison, reminding me how safe I felt with him and how well we fit together. As did the heat of him through his jeans.

I gripped his shirt and deepened the kiss, wishing I could take him back to my cell. Or even just his hoodie. I’d curl it around my shoulders under the threadbare blanket and breathe in his woodsy smell until I could pretend I was free.

And then the door opened.

‘Time’s up, Wildes!’

I sighed against Shane’s lips. ‘Rest. Please.’

Smiling, he shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about me.’




* * *




‘Wake up, Wildes!’ A guard yelled. His baton clanked the bars like a bell.

I jerked upright, my heart beating double-time. Frog Face. I clasped the covers to my chest.

His wide grin was full of cartoonesque glee. What was he so smug about? I rubbed my chest as my heart rate returned to normal.

‘You have a special visitor,’ he said.

‘Who?’

He slunk off.

I dropped the covers and peered along the corridor.

Another man met Frog Face at the next set of doors and passed him something. Probably a bribe. That’s how the press got in. But they’d stopped visiting, tired of getting ‘no comment’. Frog Face wouldn’t be so worked up over them.

So who was it?

I couldn’t see his face – now I could.

Bile jumped into my throat. I rubbed my clammy hands on my thighs, the stench of human waste searing my nose, the vision of the dirty, desperate woman he’d imprisoned flashing in front of my eyes. This bastard should be the one behind bars.

‘Russell McKee.’

He sneered. ‘Bianca Wildes.’

I didn’t jump on the name change. I’d been called Wildes more often than Nash behind bars. And Wildes was my witch bloodline, like it or not.

‘What do you want?’

He wasn’t here to catch up. Shane’s shady great uncle hated me even before he knew I was a Wildes.

‘I heard you’ve obtained a lawyer.’

I grunted. ‘And?’

‘He won’t help you.’

I crossed my arms. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He won’t find a scrap of evidence to clear you.’

‘Are you saying he’s useless?’

‘Oh no. He’ll try, but he won’t find anything.’

I thrust my hand through the bars, snatched his shirt, twisted, and brought him eye to eye, centimetres apart.

‘You put me in here.’ He’d practically admitted making evidence disappear. ‘And you murdered Justin.’

Russell’s dark eyes narrowed. ‘Your blood put you in here. And your lies.’

‘So you’re here to gloat?’

‘No, I’m here to tell you we know how to deal with people like you.’

He raised his hand.

Air magic turned me into a statue. Helpless. I couldn’t move an inch. Even breathing felt heavy. I tried to push against him, but the bindings on my wrists flared. 

No use. Shit. 

All air magic must come under my bindings’ ‘no offensive magic’ rule, even when used in defence.

Lyall, fly to the guard.

He flew out of my limited view.

I stared at Russell, waiting for his next move.

He grabbed my hand and pried my fingers from his shirt.

In that moment, I fell into darkness.

My vision brightened on an industrial room with a painted concrete floor.

‘Come in!’ I called, in Russell’s voice.

The grey door opened. The man who walked in was solidly built but scruffy, his clothes wrinkled and his laces chewed up and trailing across the floor.

‘What is it?’ Russell snapped.

‘He broke, sir.’

Who broke?

I’d been wondering why Russell was in my cell, but what did this vision have to do with his visit?

Russell ran his teeth along his thumb. ‘You can go.’

Once the door shut, Russell took a disposable phone from his pocket. ‘I need to see her. Tonight.’

He hung up, and the edges of the room darkened until I was back in my cell.

Russell had long ago dropped my hand and stepped back from the bars. The air magic had eased to nothing.

‘And she’s back.’

I bit my tongue. ‘What do you mean?’ Was I gone long enough for him to work it out?

‘I mean, you’re not getting out of here. Dead or powerless, I don’t care.’

I shivered. He knew.

He’d never let me out of prison now.

Unless the coven stripped me of my magic.

He couldn’t risk me touching someone who knew about Justin’s murder, or the woman he kept in a cell. The moment I did, I’d get a vision. Another clue to trace back to him.

I shook my head, staring through him rather than at him. He’d baited me. This entire visit, he’d wanted to prompt a vision, prove I had the ability.

He turned to the corridor. ‘Goodbye, Bianca.’

The guard met him on his way out.

I walked to the bed on numb legs and sat.

My dry throat ached, my eyes stinging. Frog Face left me unattended with that monster. Russell could’ve choked me to death if he wanted, but instead he discovered my second biggest secret after Lyall’s real identity.

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t have the time to wallow.

It’d be a disaster if I reported Russell. By the time we checked, he’d have erased any evidence of his visit. And Frog Face wouldn’t spill. Justin was one of their own, and they thought I’d killed him.

One day at a time.

I had to play the long game, find the evidence Russell missed.

I’d start with my lawyer. It was a dim, wispy hope, but maybe he’d persuade the potential witnesses we’d found to support my defence in ways Shane and I couldn’t. And get Frog Face off guard duty.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Trial day stalked me like a shadow, overhanging our every move. Julian’s sprawling stacks of notes and careful exhibit examinations were a wee, piddly defence compared to the prosecution’s star witnesses and convincing narrative. Russell kept his word on that.

As much as Shane assured me we’d find something, the last embers of my hope were spluttering. And today we were out of time.

I stared at the clothes Shane dropped off, stacked by the bathroom sink, and drew in a shaky breath.

The blue silk blouse and smart trousers brought back that mad run through the car park to my hearing. Adrenaline jumpy, ears ringing, as witches pelted Shane and me with stones, his back getting the worst of it, shielding me.

From my brief trip through the corridors near reception, the protestors’ mood hadn’t improved. And with almost every potential witness refusing to speak for me, and hard evidence which may have cleared me ‘disappearing’, my trial outfits might be the last time I ever wore normal clothes. I felt like the ground was shifting beneath me and I had no one to hold me in place.

‘Hurry up in there!’

My matronly guard. Always making sure I moved to her schedule.

‘Give me a minute, or I’ll come out naked!’

I slipped out of my prison gear, the tiled floor sending shivers up my spine and spreading goosebumps over my skin. Then into the new trousers. I buttoned my blouse, watching my fumbling fingers in the mirror.

Even if I won, this murder would follow me, my name as tarnished as the Wildes, in reputation if not sentence. But I was about as likely to win as I was to clear the name of the Wildes Rebels. Too many powerful people wanted me gone.

‘Wait a minute. She’s changing.’

‘Ms Nash, may I come in?’

Shit. Julian. If he was here, I really was late. I finished dressing and slipped my feet into the buckled shoes, then briefly checked my hair in the mirror.

My bones stood out from my skin, and my usually golden waves hung flat and lifeless from the cheap shampoo, but it’d have to do.

‘I’m decent.’

Julian came in. He’d paired dress pants, a smart blazer, and shiny shoes with his patterned waistcoat. But the scratched and dented briefcase in his left hand didn’t match the suave image.

I nodded to it. ‘Find that in a second-hand store?’

His fingers twitched around the handle. ‘The coven are ready for your plea.’

I bit my tongue. I shouldn’t have lashed out at him. I’d worn tatty charity shop bargains most my life. And however much I doubted his ability, he was all that stood between me and a death sentence.

‘Sorry. I’m a mess. It’s time to move?’

The snatched minutes alone with Shane after Julian left our meetings had kept me going this long, but the WMCF insisted on isolating him today, worried I’d manipulate him last minute. Like I needed to. He was behind me one hundred and ten percent.

But Shane was the first witness, so I’d get my support system back tonight.

My heart twisted. I’d have killed to fly my old housemates, Finn and Rhea, over from Scotland in his place – any support was a welcome balm on my thoughts going in – but I couldn’t expose them to this world, and a mind wipe at the end of the trial.

They thought ordinary schoolwork in my elite Latvian academy had commandeered all my time, and I had to keep it that way.

Julian took my shoulders.

I flinched.

He’d opened up a lot over the weeks we’d worked on my case, but I didn’t feel close enough for casual touching.

Sighing, he dropped his hands. ‘You should stand tall. Above these accusations.’

I wasn’t slouching. ‘You want me to be uppity?’

Standing rod straight, nose in the air, would make me look like an entitled rich kid… though I suppose that’s what most the Wildes students were. And half the coven had families, with kids or grandkids at magic academies.

‘You think that’ll hit their emotions?’

His nose twitched. ‘No. But witches have feared Wildes for decades. Seeing you calm, confident, will do more to sway them than you might think. There’s a reason they didn’t change the academy’s name, and it’s more than a warning of what happens to witches who go too far. Wildes were legendary.’

‘You’re sure it won’t sway them to call for my execution?’

‘Cowering like a beaten mouse doesn’t help you. You can’t let them treat you like vermin or they’ll think they’re right to.’

The iron in his eyes settled my frayed nerves. He was on my side. I wasn’t alone going into that courtroom.

Something about him reminds me of someone.

My raven watched Julian from his perch on the sink’s taps, tilting his beak.

We’d hidden his true form through my imprisonment. Better to let everyone – including Julian – think Lyall’s human form was from a less controversial shoot of the Wildes tree than the murdering leader of the Wildes Rebels. Especially while I was on trial.

Of who?

I can’t quite place it. Something in the slope of the shoulders? Or the forehead?

‘You should know, I pressed for the DNA offence to be treated as a civil matter. The coven agreed,’ Julian said.

I blinked, my knees unsteady. Finally, good news. ‘What charges do I face now?’

‘Murder. Their best chance at a category one punishment.’

Ice chilled my veins. So much for good news.

Julian opened the door. ‘I doubt they’ll bother with the rest if they succeed here.’

Comforting. 

I forced regular breaths and followed Julian through the back corridors to the courtroom, but my thoughts were spiralling.

I had to hold myself together. Pleading guilty wasn’t an option. I was innocent. I had to fight this case, even if that meant facing the death penalty.

Oh no.

Julian warned me the grand courtroom looked different than the regional court I had my hearing in, but I hadn’t expected this.

The only lights were white, flickering candles, their brackets attached to the walls around the public seating.

Each flame was a different colour, alternating through the five colours of the elements.

A single black candle sat on the low wall of the witness stand, but none rested behind or around the seated coven, casting them into shadow.

I could barely make out the edges of their faces beneath raised black cloaks.

My nightmares whipped through my mind. Witches screaming at the stake, their clothes smouldering, or choking on water, their thumbs tied to their opposite toes… 

Julian nudged me to the stand. ‘Don’t be distracted by the theatrics,’ he whispered. ‘You’re stronger than that.’

Easy for him to say!

You’d rather show them your fear?

Hell no.

I had to get it together. Clenching my hands into fists, I climbed the steps to the stand, channelling every dreg of anger and frustration I’d felt since the hearing. I was innocent. They had no right to make me feel like a common criminal.

With the candle directly below me, swaying with my breath, I had to squint to see the coven. Their hoods reminded me of an executioner’s mask.

No doubt hiding their faces helped relieve any responsibility for this sham trial. The whole thing was medieval.

The lead coven member, Tibor, stood.

‘Bianca Nash, you are charged with the murder of a Wild Magic Containment Force officer, Justin Holt. How do you plead?’

‘I plead not guilty.’

For a moment, I swore no one breathed. My heart thumped, blood rushing up my neck.

They’d expected this plea. We’d put so much work into finding witnesses, they must have, and yet those words set it in stone. No turning back now.

From here, I’d face their lies and the system which hated me for my name.

‘Thank you, Ms Nash. Please take your seat. We’ll now hear the opening statements.’

On stiff legs, I left the stand and sat in the defence’s area, a table and two chairs in front of the public pews.

You did well.

I said four words. Still, I smiled.

Julian strode from one side of the courtroom to the other.

So far, so good. I couldn’t see his twitches. Maybe the low light hid them, or maybe the trial ‘performance’ took over, like how some people could sing but talked with a stutter. Long may it continue.

‘Ms Nash is accused of killing Justin Holt, but the evidence against her is slim and subjective. There is no video evidence. Her DNA isn’t at the scene. Neither was her magical signature. And witness accounts are conflicting. I pose that this case is borne largely from the name of her ancestors. Wildes.’

Julian’s arm juddered to the side. I bit my lip, but he quickly got it under control.

‘The first witness I call will be Shane McKee, who will explain Ms Nash’s stranger behaviour. Later you’ll hear from his friend, Cameron Murphy, who will agree with his testimony.’

He raised a finger. ‘The real case against Ms Nash is one of reputation. She is accused of this crime because of her proximity. But it’s also convenient. Who’d question a Wildes?’

He nodded to himself. ‘Ms Nash makes a great scapegoat. But I pose that this trial should be adjourned and the investigation reopened to find Justin Holt’s real killer.’

His cheek twitched, but somehow it added to his argument, like agitation.

Come on, Julian… We’d gone over his opening speech enough times I was mouthing the words with him.

‘Put yourself in her shoes. Do you believe you’d best a highly trained officer of the Wild Magic Containment Force with less than half a term’s magical training? And not a standard officer either. One trained in undercover operations in addition to ordinary duties. Besting a witch like that is asking too much from an untrained nineteen-year-old. Even from the bogeyman that a Wildes has become.’

I blew out my breath and searched the crowd, but my careful study soon turned to a frenzied skim.

One or two witches nodded, but most were dangerously still, staring at Julian as if he’d betrayed the cause.

It didn’t work.

Give it time.

Time wasn’t the issue here.

I looked to the coven. As much as Julian grandstanded to the audience, the coven held my future in their hands. And I couldn’t gauge their reactions past the hoods.

But their archaic uniforms said a lot for them. Rarely worn in recent decades, they’d dusted them off for me. Maybe the guards told them about my nightmares, or maybe they wanted to see me squirm.

Julian took his seat, and the prosecutor stood.

Her blue pantsuit clung to her slim frame, but she filled the room with each sultry step of her clicking heels, the crowd following her every move.

Charismatic, electric, and polished. Everything Julian wasn’t, however hard he tried.

‘We all know what a Wildes means,’ she said. ‘Once, they were the cornerstones of our community. They helped hundreds of us find love, contact loved ones, or navigate business deals and relationships. Until Dougal Aidan Wildes. Whether he went mad from the weight of his gifts, or wilfully eliminated anyone who might challenge him, the threat of a Wildes is clear. They are master manipulators, and when backed by strong spirit ability, they are dangerous. Bianca Nash – Wildes – follows the same pattern. She infiltrated the academy, lied about working for the WMCF, and murdered one of the men trying so hard to keep you all safe.’

My throat tightened at rumbles of assent from the public pews.

I reminded myself we needed to convince the coven, not the public. Though, staring into their shadowed faces, I wasn’t sure that was the easier task.




* * *




The prosecution, the coven, and the defence questioned Shane until he swayed on his feet, but he still came to the meeting room after we’d finished for the day.

I pulled out a chair and tried to push him into it, but he sat on the table instead, stiff and moody, but also sweaty and pale.

This wasn’t right.

I hovered over him until he glared. Then I paced. All the things I thought of to help him relax – taking him to a movie or handcuffing him to a bed for a day – sounded wonderful, but were impossible in here.

‘Shane, you look like shit. Please, will you take a few days off?’

‘I’m fine.’ He stroked my cheek. ‘It’s you I worry about.’

But he wasn’t fine.

I glanced at Julian. He’d put in his headphones and was reading through his notes. I nodded when he glanced up. I appreciated the gesture.

Shane watched me, picking at the already raw skin around his nails.

‘You did everything you could today.’

He grunted, his lip twitching.

‘The prosecutor was always going to twist everything. It’s her job. It’s our job to counteract that, not yours.’

He shook his head but straightened a wee bit. If I kept telling him he did his best, he had to believe it eventually.

‘Is anything else bothering you?’ I asked.

Again, he shook his head, but the thin line to his lips had me wondering. I had no one but him to lean on in here, but he shouldn’t look as bad as I did, even after a hellish day of questioning on the stand.

‘How’s your family?’

‘Uncle Eugene still hates that I’m involved in the trial. He thinks supporting you makes the family look bad.’ He rolled his eyes.

‘What about your dad and the rest of your family?’

‘They’re fine.’

He’d said his brother was flying back for the holidays, but I’d not heard a peep about him since. And they were close. I should have heard something. And they sure as hell wouldn’t be happy seeing him like this. So was he avoiding them?

‘But are they okay with you being here?’

His jaw tensed, and I nodded. That was the issue.

‘They want you to keep your head down?’

That was logical. People were angry he took my side. Now that he’d testified for me, that resentment would grow.

He shouldn’t put himself at any more risk for me, facing the protestors’ anger every time he visited, battling past the jostles and shoves of the public on court days, the only one fighting my corner.

Tears pricked my eyes, a sharpness in my throat. He deserved someone who wouldn’t ruin his chances at a life in his community.

‘If you need to take a step back, that’s okay. I’ll be okay.’

‘Not a chance.’

He said it so quick I couldn’t argue with him. But today was gruelling, and we hadn’t got to the worst part yet.

Julian’s slow post-court dissection of what worked and what didn’t would salt my wounds, but Shane would hear those criticisms for weeks. He’d see them as ways he’d failed me.

From his stiff insistence he was fine and his reluctance to talk, the prosecutor had already got to him. He didn’t need friendly fire, too.

‘You’ve done more than enough for me today. Your family will want to see you. Go home. Maybe talk to your brother? Catch up?’

‘I’d rather be here for you.’

‘We’ll be going over our strategy. Nothing new. You’ve done everything you can. Go get some rest before you keel over.’

I pushed him to the door. The fact he let me showed how tired he was. And when the door shut behind him, I collapsed into the chair, completely spent.

Julian removed his headphones. ‘Ready?’

I blew out my breath. ‘Give me a minute.’

Shane was one scrap of bad news away from falling apart. And I wasn’t far behind him.




* * *




Going over our strategy in minute detail grated at the best of times. After a full day and endless accusations, it was hell. But a warm glow filled me through each leaden step back to my cell. By now, Shane was home with his family and far away from my problems.

‘Hands!’ PE Teacher said.

She checked the security of my magical bonds, then nodded for me to enter my cell.

The familiar smell of bleach and concrete dust wore away the last of my energy.

I fell onto the hard bed, closing my eyes before she finished securing the door.

Within a minute I was drowsy, on the edge of sleep. And then I wasn’t in my cell anymore.

Instead, I was in a dark room with close, damp walls. A heavily pregnant woman dwarfed the small space, sitting on a bed much like the one in my cell.

Even under the muck on her skin and her matted, greasy black hair, she had an ageless quality to her delicate face.

Her wild green eyes stared at me. She looked right into my soul.

‘Help me. Please,’ she rasped. She reached out a hand, as if grasping for mine.

I reached for her but didn’t see my hand. I tried to ask where she was, but no sound came out.

‘Help us.’

The edges of the room darkened and drew in, to the edges of her, obscuring her features until I Saw nothing but darkness.

I jolted upright, breathing heavily. My hands shook.

I gripped the blanket and took long, slow breaths. Was that a dream? I hadn’t smelt or tasted anything, like I had when I Saw the other captive woman when I’d first met Russell. But it seemed just as real. More so, in many ways. More direct.

Bad dream?

I Saw something. Someone.

Lyall waddled around my feet. And your senses? Was it a vision?

I Saw her and heard her. No other senses.

Hmm. Did you touch anyone new today?

No.

I hadn’t been let close enough to anyone to try for a new vision.

It didn’t feel like I was behind someone’s eyes like last time. It felt like I was there myself. At least in spirit. And the woman… She looked directly at me, like she saw me. Saw into me.

Interesting. Lyall turned away, adjusting his wings.

You ken something.

I suspect something.

What?

I need to be sure.

No, you need to tell me. She begged for help, Lyall. And I couldn’t say anything.

I already felt bad enough the WMCF weren’t investigating throwback witch anomalies or the captive woman after Justin’s death. Now I was Seeing a second woman. Was aether telling me, imprisoned or not, I was their only hope?

He stilled. If I tell you what I suspect, you can’t take it to heart. Not yet.

Well?

Was she human?

I frowned. What kind of question was that?

She looked human.

She hadn’t been furry like the barghest, and I hadn’t seen a familiar.

You didn’t see anything unusual?

In that desperate glimpse, I wasn’t sure I’d have noticed much unless it was an extra limb.

What should I be looking for?

An aura or façade. Magic that hides her otherness.

I didn’t think I’d seen anything like that.

What do you think she is?

I think she called you. Summoned you.

I swallowed hard.

How can she do that?

If she’s fae. Specifically, a fae who shares blood with you, however small.

So this woman was connecting to me through my fae side? Witches were mostly human, but we all had a certain amount of fae blood, going back. Of varying bloodlines and more demi-fae than fae after so many years since the fae left the human world. But I never thought someone could talk to me through that faint connection.

Those dusty old textbooks I’d read when I’d searched for my witch family came back to me. Witches with strong visions descended from spirit fae. Our most recent ancestors were likely to be powerful demi-fae, like banshees.

But if she was a banshee, Russell was mad to hold hostage a force of nature like that. Banshees saw into death, into spirit. If she ever got loose and back to her full power, she’d make his life a living hell.

But if she was real, she’d have no reason to call to me. In here, I was almost as bound as she was. So was this vision my guilt talking, or was I her only choice?

Maybe it was just a dream.

I hoped so, because whatever spirit fae she was, if she called to me through my blood, she was powerful.

If I did nothing to help and she escaped… I clenched my hands against the dread prickling my skin. Some spirit fae could predict your every move or manipulate your mind into doing their bidding. They could convince you the ocean was dry land and make you smile while you drowned.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Guards met me at the door to the meeting room after Julian, Shane, and I finished dissecting Kaylee’s testimony.

I hadn’t met this pair, and their cocky grins drew me up short.

‘Are you taking me to my cell?’ I asked.

They nodded more to Shane than me, with a brief man-to-man stare-off.

Shane squeezed my shoulder and whispered in my ear, ‘See you tomorrow, trouble.’

I leaned back into him, loving how his eyes crinkled with his smile, and wishing I could spend more time with him. Then I waved him off.

Once he’d almost gone, the guards eyed each other, grabbed an arm each hard enough to bruise, then carried me to the stairs, only my toes sweeping the floor.

‘Let me go.’

One of them snickered, and I closed my eyes. They were like Frog Face, taking guard shifts to play with a Wildes.

Julian was long gone, but Shane was still within yelling distance.

I twisted around to see his retreating back, his strong muscles bunched with tension.

But if he knew how bad things were, he’d never rest until I was out of jail, his heart in his mouth the whole time we were apart, wondering what had happened since he last saw me.

My call for help died in my throat. I couldn’t do that to him.

The guards released my arms over the stairs. My feet hit the edge of a step and slid.

I scrambled but couldn’t regain my footing. My heart jumped and I imagined my neck broken at the bottom, but I caught the banister and clung to it, wrenching my arms and slamming my knees into the wall in the process.

I gasped in a breath. I was okay. It was okay.

Lyall squawked and circled the guards’ heads, diving as if to peck out their eyes, but they just laughed.

‘Close one.’

‘Almost had an injury.’

‘Would’ve been a lot of paperwork.’

They snickered, and I bit back a curse.

As much as I wanted to call them out, they’d milk a reaction, and it’d encourage them to do worse.

One slapped my hands off the banister. ‘Why are you not moving? We don’t want to spend time with you.’

I hurried downstairs before they shoved me, hating myself for giving in. For not fighting them or saying anything.

They wanted me to cower and flinch when they yelled or made sudden moves. But these two wouldn’t allow an ounce of rebellion. They had their vision of what I should be and how I should be treated. Like pretty much everyone in this system, they’d swallowed the lies and the history, whole.

But I reached my cell without further incident, and a sigh slipped out.

Damn it. I shouldn’t have done that. I bit my tongue and braced for trouble.

‘Wildes looks happy,’ one said.

The second unhooked his handcuffs. ‘Best be extra sure she doesn’t escape.’

Like that was a possibility in this magical fortress… crap. That glint in the wankstain’s eye wasn’t at all professional, and his buddy was nibbling his lip like he was imagining me naked.

Nope. No. Not happening. They were not cuffing me. I backed right up to the bed and pulled it from the wall, placing it between us.

‘I do love a feisty one.’ He advanced around the side of the bed.

I flipped the bed into him.

He caught the metal frame but fell with it, smacking his head on the concrete floor.

His partner was on me in a flash, wrestling my hands into his cuffs and tightening them until they pinched my wrists.

I broke free the moment he was done and retreated to the far wall. But neither had eyes for me anymore.

The guy who cuffed me was helping his friend to his feet.

He wasn’t walking straight. He’d need to see a doctor, but at least that kept them out of my cell tonight.

My wrists were already red beneath the metal cuffs, but that was a small price to pay. Shift change was around midnight. The new guard would check on me then and hopefully release my wrists.




* * *




The courtroom was full, a low bumble of conversation among the coven and the crowd pulling at my eyelids, willing me to claw back a few minutes of lost sleep.

I covered my yawn.

Julian scribbled in the margin of his notebook. ‘Night owl?’

‘Bad dreams.’ At least that’s what they were when I finally got to sleep.

The new guard hadn’t bothered to check on me until gone two. Then it took another thirty minutes to get full feeling back in my hands. I’d barely kept the yawns at bay around Shane.

Julian squinted. ’Is there anything else?’

I tugged my sleeves over my hands to hide the raw rings around my wrists. ‘No.’

After Russell’s visit, I’d told him about Frog Face, but crying to my lawyer hadn’t changed anything. Frog Face had been replaced by the latest guards. And they were worse. 

‘Well, nightmares are understandable.’

No kidding.

This medieval trial and its overhanging threats could keep dreams and sleep from anyone.

I might lose my familiar, my intentional magic stripped with his loss. I’d never admit it out loud, but living without his sarcasm and unhelpful silences would leave a gaping hole.

And death… I shivered. I’d told Shane and Julian that I didn’t want to ken how the coven would go about that sentence, if it came to it. My imagination was bad enough.

The door behind the coven opened, and a guard escorted Cameron in.

Finally, I’d have a day of a witness backing me rather than tearing me down. He’d been there through it all. He’d even been the one to pull Shane into the undercover operation.

I tried to catch his gaze, but Cameron didn’t look at me, or the public.

He shuffled through the room, shoulders slumped, eyes fixed on the floor. The life had seeped out of him, like a starved dog.

My stomach sank. Why hadn’t Shane told me Cameron was in such a bad way? I’d thought telling Cameron not to visit me in prison would protect him.

I nudged Julian. ‘Is he okay? Have people said anything to him? Bad press? Family problems?’

If Shane’s family weren’t happy, Cameron had to have had some reaction.

Julian shook his head. ‘Brace yourself.’

‘What?’

He clenched his jaw. ‘This won’t go well.’

‘Is this a hunch, or something else?’ I whispered.

Julian didn’t say anything.

But we were directly in front of the public, and they already hated him enough for defending me. Admitting any kind of spirit ability would only put a bigger target on his head. And he’d hardly admit if he had insider knowledge on the prosecution.

Cameron crossed the courtroom and stumbled into the stand. The lone black candle lit his eyes, the flame sparkling in them.

Was he… tearing up? What the hell happened?

The prosecutor glanced at the coven, then turned to the stand. ‘Cameron Murphy, you’re here today as a witness to much of Ms Nash’s actions within the academy. Can you confirm that you were close to Bianca Nash and Shane McKee?’

‘That is correct.’ His voice was quiet, strained.

He glanced over the prosecutor’s shoulder, to the coven, then to someone in the corner of the public pews, and then back down, to the candle.

He stared at it hard enough it had to be leaving imprints on his vision.

I checked the pew and shivered.

Russell McKee watched Cameron, a dark smirk painted on his lips.

He’d done something. A stone dropped into my stomach. Now I was as sure as Julian. This wasn’t going to go well. But how much could they twist Cameron’s arm?

‘I understand Justin Holt was a friend of your family?’

‘Yes.’

‘And was he acquainted with Ms Nash?’

‘Yes, they’d met.’

So far, so good. They couldn’t do much with a simple yes or no.

‘Were they friendly?’

Cameron swallowed hard enough his Adam’s apple bobbed. ‘Yes. From what I saw.’

My skin tingled, and pinpricks attacked my gut. My psychic danger alarm.

But as much as aether warned me, I couldn’t stop whatever they’d planned. I had to watch it happen. Shite, but this sucked.

They’d torn Shane’s character apart in the trial like they had in the inquest, but this set of questioning was new. Like they were trying to make Cameron credible. The turnaround meant he knew something useful to them. But what?

‘I see. Did they ever meet without you?’ the prosecutor asked.

‘Once or twice.’

‘So something could have happened between them that you weren’t aware of? A dispute, or a disagreement?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Yes or no, Cameron?’

‘Yes.’ His shoulders hunched, his head ducking even further, his chin almost touching his chest. ‘It’s possible.’

Julian stood. ‘This is conjecture.’

‘Different tack, please,’ Tibor said.

The prosecutor nodded. ‘Cameron, do you recognise this story Ms Nash tells about working with Justin Holt and the WMCF on an undercover operation?’ The prosecutor stared at Cameron until he finally met her eyes.

‘No.’

I gasped for breath. No? What the hell? He was outright lying!

Julian jumped to his feet. ‘During the inquest hearing, this witness attested to the existence of the operation.’

Tibor straightened. ‘Mr Murphy, why did you change your testimony?’

‘I was scared,’ he mumbled.

My ears rang. What did they have on him? Lying in a case like this had serious punishments attached. He didn’t want to. He was all turned in on himself like he didn’t want to be there, but that didn’t change the result.

The coven and the public would gobble up the excuse that he was scared of me rather than look into the obvious witness tampering.

It was a master stroke. They’d already thoroughly shredded Shane’s reputation. Without Cameron to back him, give him more credibility, I was out of friendly witnesses and doomed to lose this trial.

I felt weightless, my legs numb.

What else would they make Cameron say? Or invent? He was present for enough of my stay at the academy to do serious damage if he threw truth out the window. They could tie my death in a pretty bow.

‘They have something on him,’ I whispered.

Julian nodded. ‘I’ll do what I can.’

I wasn’t optimistic. Shane had chased potential witnesses for weeks. Whatever Russell and his allies had over them, it was big. So whatever they had over Cameron would be big, too. Big enough to risk an innocent friend’s death. But it hurt. Cameron had been one of my few friends at the academy, and I’d trusted him. Too much, maybe.

‘Tell me, Cameron,’ the prosecutor continued, ‘has Bianca ever claimed to have strong spirit ability?’

Oh, no. They wouldn’t get him to say that. My throat froze over.

Cameron’s eyes flicked up, meeting mine, and I saw the anguish there. Something was very wrong.

‘Yes. Our last meeting together with Justin, she said she’d had a vision.’

My heart stuttered. They’d planned this. Cameron was who Russell ‘broke’ before his visit. Then Russell visited my cell to confirm my vision ability for himself.

Shit, how had I not seen it coming?

‘A vision! Those are incredibly rare, aren’t they?’

She eyed Cameron and slowly tapped her foot, waiting for an answer.

‘Yes. Very rare.’

‘Even for a Wildes.’

The prosecution’s strategy was all about comparing me to Lyall and his team of rebels. Testimony that I had visions added to her narrative. The crazy seer, Seeing things that weren’t there.

Stars jumped into my vision. I closed my eyes and took deep, slow breaths until the dizzy spell passed.

‘Did you think she was making her visions up?’ the prosecutor asked.

‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know?’ She cupped her chin in a thinking pose. ‘You weren’t convinced by her statement?’

‘Visions are… hard to prove. Without investigating what she Saw, I couldn’t be certain she was telling the truth.’

She nodded. ‘Of course. And what was the focus of this vision?’

Cameron raised his chin. ‘She said she shook Russell McKee’s hand and Saw a woman in squalid conditions, her waste in a bucket beside her. And a locked, barred door between her and whoever Bianca Saw through.’

I bit back a bitter smile. I hadn’t completely lost him.

‘Quite the story!’ The prosecutor faced the public, then the coven. ‘One which sounds familiar, doesn’t it? A Wildes, implying respected, influential witches are guilty of terrible crimes without any proof beyond what she’s “Seen”…’

She let the words hang, but the mutters of ‘bitch’, ‘madwoman’, and ‘liar’ proved she’d hit her mark. Like I’d known she would the moment Cameron mentioned my vision.

Julian elbowed me and scrawled across his notepad, his pen eating into the paper. ‘We have to talk about this.’ He underlined it three times.

I nodded. I’d told Julian about my visit from Russell, but we never thought he’d compel a witness to mention my visions. He’d only had Shane or Cameron to choose from.

And we couldn’t prove my visions were real. The WMCF wouldn’t investigate. Not now Justin was dead. Not when the WMCF made key evidence in my case – like the CCTV – disappear. And especially not when a vision was all the evidence I had against Russell McKee. My word was worth nothing to them.

Russell had outplayed us. I gritted my teeth. If I wasn’t before, I was a lying manipulator to the coven now. Like the Wildes. And I didn’t see a way out.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Two slices of an extra-large pepperoni pizza cooled in the cardboard box atop the meeting room table.

Julian hadn’t touched a slice, but my hands dripped with grease. I grabbed a tissue and gave them a good wipe but I still felt the oil between my fingers. It was worth it. The tasteless crap I got in the prison was barely edible.

I was amazed Julian got anything this good through the doors without the guards claiming a security risk. And I had to give him brownie points for appealing to my stomach.

Apparently, the witches’ spring festival, imbolc, was a time to give to those in need and to feast. Have to say, it was my new favourite holiday, even if it did help fill the public pews on trial days.

‘Can we discuss this now?’ Julian asked.

I sighed. ‘Cameron put my vision out there. It’ll change the course of the trial. Make it easier for them to vilify me, make me one of the dangerous, crazy Wildes witches. What’s left to discuss? What we need is a good witness. And we don’t have one.’

Julian tapped his pen on his pad and gestured to his phone. It was vibrating for maybe the twelfth time since the pizza arrived. ‘Do you know who’s calling?’

I shrugged. ‘Haters? Other clients?’

He shook his head. ‘The supernatural press.’

‘Makes sense. They visited me in the cells until I repeatedly told them to piss off.’

Someone else in my team meant someone else to pester for insider information. Another route to a payday.

‘This isn’t just about the trial. It’s about the visions. And it’s not just the press. Dozens of desperate people are reaching out. They’re hopeful you can help them, like the Wildes used to.’

I blinked. ‘On demand? That’s crazy.’ I’d had two visions, and more by accident than design. I had no control over this. I wasn’t even sure I’d See anything about someone not involved in this mess. I’d not Seen anything from the guards.

‘Think about it. If you help these people, especially if your visions are proved truthful, it changes the trial narrative. It brings back the decades of positive things the Wildes did before the rebels banded together. It shows you weren’t lying about your spirit ability. That maybe there is something to investigate when it comes to Russell McKee. From there we might even get the authorities to reassess the case.’

I doubted it. Whatever I did, the authorities weren’t going to turn on each other. A corruption big enough to accuse an innocent person of murder and take it to trial didn’t crumble overnight.

‘No.’

These callers might even be part of the plot against me, faking their problems to ‘prove’ I didn’t have any spirit ability. And if they were genuine, I couldn’t give them false hope. I didnae ken what I was doing.

‘At least talk to Shane.’ Julian pushed his phone towards me.

I scrolled through the endless texts and calls, barely registering more than the words help, desperate, begging, last hope. But I’d made up my mind. Shane wouldn’t change it, and I wasn’t dumping this on his plate on top of everything else. We’d have to find another way to turn this trial around.




* * *




I bounced from one dream to another. First I careened full pelt towards a cliff with broken brakes. Then my teeth fell out. A crowd laughed at a speech I’d made. I was trapped in a burning building… Classic anxiety and stress dreams.

Each time I woke to one of the resident mice, or to the wooden bed slats poking my ribs. Again and again, I brought the thin blanket over my shoulders and tried to sleep.

And then darkness claimed me. I was back in that woman’s cell. This time, only a glimmer of light lit her, seeping from the bottom of the door. I tried to take her hand but I still wasn’t corporeal here. I tried to speak but, again, nothing came out.

‘You can’t talk. No energy,’ she said, her voice raspier than my last visit.

I pointed to my throat and mimed drinking.

‘They didn’t leave water.’

I opened my arms as if to ask who they were.

‘Russell McKee has me and at least three other women. But I don’t know where we are.’

The door opened a crack. Someone placed something on the floor.

She bolted for the gap, but the door slammed in her face. A glass of water tilted on its base and almost spilled.

‘This is the second child I’ve had here. I can’t last much longer. Please, help.’ She held my eyes, pleading. ‘I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t have to.’

I bit my lip. She was so desperate. I highly doubted she’d had two children in captivity by choice.

Justin’s words came back to me: ‘we think a group is orchestrating more throwbacks’. He’d said the uptick in non-sentient fae attacks matched the increase in throwback numbers. 

The cowards had activated the throwbacks’ magic with supernatural attacks rather than the risk-free methods at their disposal in order to hide their involvement in the throwbacks’ lives. We’d wondered why they’d go to such lengths to avoid revealing an unplanned pregnancy. But what if it went farther than that? This was her second child in captivity. That wasn’t an accident. 

The darkness drew in again before I could ask anything else. I stared hard at the edges of the woman. I didn’t see any kind of spell, but when I woke in my cell, I was still sure she was real. This wasn’t a dream.

Whoever she was, she must have a family. If I found them, maybe I could help her, and get to the bottom of the investigation Justin started.




* * *




Shane stormed into the meeting room behind Julian and thumped the table.

He’d skipped pizza last night to demand an explanation from Cameron and he hadn’t lost any steam since.

His dark eyes didn’t hold a drop of their usual care and affection. He was all protective beast, Mira tracking his every step, full predator.

I rubbed my arms. The white-hot anger rolling off him had changed his face, emphasised the hard angles and shadows. He seemed like a different person.

‘He knows what they could do to you. And he did it anyway. I should’ve seen it. Known he was going to change sides. How did I not see it? We walked right into it!’

‘Russell got to him,’ I said, licking my lips. ‘Whatever he does works. His company has power, influence, connections…’ We knew that. They’d set me up for murder. ‘We should’ve expected they might get to one of us.’

I’d wondered if Julian was in their pockets, too.

‘Why aren’t you angry? This is your life we’re talking about! And he’s lying through his teeth. If he’d stuck to the truth, maybe…’

Damn it, tears blurred my vision. I drew back from him, my voice wavering. ‘Because it’s not his fault. Or yours. He didn’t want to say all that. It was all over his face. Gads, his whole body. This is all on Russell, okay?’

I understood his anger. But blaming Cameron was pointless. We needed to ken more about our enemy’s reach and tactics. Otherwise they’d keep stealing our allies.

Shane paused, then crouched beside me. Mira pawed my leg, her golden eyes soft, contrite. Shane’s matched, the pinch to his lips undoing my stupid fear. He wasn’t angry at me.

He kissed my forehead, then claimed a seat, where his anger fumed inside rather than out. Like a damned microwave. He had to step back soon, take a breather, or he’d burn out.

‘Julian, did you find what they have over Cameron?’ he asked.

‘Nothing yet.’

As I thought.

I tried to hold a yawn back and failed. It was so wide my jaw cramped. I rubbed the sore muscle, careful not to stretch my neck or jaw too far again.

Shane narrowed his eyes. ‘What’s with you? Every time I see you, you look more tired.’

I bit my lip. I didn’t want to give him more things to rage about.

‘She doesn’t sleep well,’ Julian said.

Shane nodded, his broad shoulders relaxing a fraction.

I looked between them.

Julian hadn’t done anything to sabotage my case, that I’d seen. He’d been quite convincing in court, and supportive. Even his advice to act confident reduced the insults from the public pews.

Can I trust him?

Lyall fluttered into my lap and waddled onto my knees.

He knows I’m human. He knows you’re a Wildes. Your visions are already out in the open. And the trial is in the toilet. You’ve not got much to lose.

True.

‘It’s not exactly that I don’t sleep well.’ I bit my tongue. ‘Well, some of it is that. I get these stress dreams sometimes.’

Shane opened his mouth to comfort me, but I waved off his concern. This wasn’t a call for sympathy.

‘Let me finish. I’ve also had two… strange dreams. But I’m not sure I should call them dreams.’

‘Visions?’ Shane asked, eyeing Julian with a hint of suspicion.

My lawyer was scribbling new notes into his pad. ‘You don’t have visions when you sleep. It’s a different ability,’ he mumbled.

He’s done his research.

Maybe he has some ability. He knew what’d happen in the courtroom. Well before I did.

He could be watching body language.

Maybe.

Cameron had been tense from the start. Julian might have enough experience to realise that was more than nerves over his testimony. Whatever the case…

‘It was a message, a call for help,’ I said. ‘Another woman. She said there were others, and the setup looked the same as the vision I got from Russell. Desperate woman. Small cell. Waste bucket.’

‘Someone summoned you?’ Julian had an excited gleam in his eyes. ‘That’s unusual.’

I frowned. How did Julian ken about a summoning? Had he researched spirit that thoroughly when he took my case? Even Lyall said it was an area he didn’t ken so well.

‘What happened?’ Shane asked. ‘Did she tell you anything useful, anything we can use to find her?’ His voice was tight, growly.

Sweet warmth pooled inside me. As prickly as he got, it was all to help me. I smiled. That bristling protector was all mine. And unless I was imagining it, his frown was a touch lighter. Maybe he’d needed a more positive mission.

‘She was more aware than the previous woman. I felt she saw me. But I didn’t get much out of her before I woke.’

‘She’d make a great witness,’ Julian mumbled.

I stared at him. That explained that weird gleam.

I hadn’t thought of anything beyond helping her escape.

He was thinking ahead to how she might speak for me, how she’d be hard to influence after what she’d been through. And I had to admit, it was kind of perfect.

That kind of magical thinking might just get me out of jail.

One problem. A big one.

‘I don’t ken where she is. She wasn’t sure where she’d been put. She said Russell McKee had her, but her room didn’t even have a window.’ Like my cell.

Shane slid his shaky hands into his pockets.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

He averted his eyes. He’d shrunk in on himself, his claws withdrawn.

I put my hand on his knee, wondering what to say. Mood swings like that wouldn’t happen unless he was hiding things. That, I knew from experience. He needed to talk to me. Or his family. Holding all this in wasn’t good for him. But how could I get him to talk when I was hiding so much myself?

‘I can work with this.’ Julian straightened and collected his things. ‘See you in court.’ He left.

I ran my teeth over my lip, my chest tight.

Now that Julian was gone, I only had a few minutes before my guard returned. Finding out what was wrong with Shane and fixing it wasn’t the kind of thing that worked best when rushed.

‘I’m sorry. I ken this isn’t what you wanted.’

He’d known his great uncle was holding women from my first vision. Or he at least had to accept it was a strong possibility. So why such a strong reaction now?

I linked my hands behind his neck and felt him heave in breath.

‘It’s probably not just Russell, is it? It’s organised. What if my dad knew?’

I dropped my arms. He was so stiff. 

‘Why think that? He left the company and moved away years ago.’

‘Exactly.’ Shane’s eyes were hard. ‘He took us away from all of it and he hinted it was something to do with the business.’

‘That could be any number of things.’

Shane clasped his hands into fists. ‘When you were in the news, and when the trial was announced, he demanded I leave you to it. And I know it wasn’t for the school or Uncle Eugene. He wanted me out of the headlines. What better reason than to protect a secret he knew about? To distance us from it?’

I smoothed his top. ‘He probably doesn’t want to see you hurt.’

Shane sighed. ‘He had to know something. Even an inkling. Moving us away with no warning like that… this is the only thing I’ve found that’s a big enough reason.’ He nodded. ‘I should talk to him.’

‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ And not just because we were in the middle of my trial. I winced. I didn’t want to say this aloud, but… ‘If he kens something, talking to him might endanger the women they’re holding.’

If I hadn’t done that already, talking to Julian, I didn’t want him doing it, however much broaching the possibility might hurt.

‘I can’t do nothing! If he knows…’ He took my hands, my small fingers dwarfed by his, then planted a kiss on my forehead. ‘I need to think. See you after today’s testimony.’

I tried to hold him with me, but he pulled free and left. Did his lip tremble? Gads, I wished I could spend the day talking through the options with him, but if I called him back and got into it now, I’d be dragged back to the defendant’s pew, likely when I’d just torn another emotional scab.

No. I’d think it through over the day. And tonight I’d try to visit the woman again. If she summoned me, I could summon her. If I got through, I’d trusted the right people. And I’d get answers.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




What. A. Day. Justin’s partner, the man so sure I murdered my friend and almost murdered him, took the stand via video link. From his hospital bed.

Julian tried to throw out the video as an overly emotional appeal, but Tibor overruled.

And the sight of that guy, his face and arms almost totally covered in bandages from the flames which had engulfed Justin… aye. Even I felt bad. And I knew he was lying.

The crumpled, disaster of a day kept crashing through my mind on repeat.

All the drama and pain overshadowed the poor quality of Mack’s testimony. Especially with the prosecution harping on and on about his injuries and telling him he could take a break at any time.

Mack was on watch with Justin when they were attacked, but he hadn’t seen anyone before the flames took him to the ground. And after, all he’d seen was a raven.

The prosecutor reasoned I was the only witch in Scotland at the time with a raven familiar, but wild ravens weren’t unknown in Edinburgh, and with his skin burnt to a crisp, I doubted Mack looked close enough to see the magical glow of a familiar.

But try telling the coven that.

I sighed and shoved the trial-related junk out of my mind. And then everything else. But the dark thoughts kept multiplying. Snippets of insults, accusations, slanted accounts of what I’d done. Russell’s threats.

And then there was Shane. I think I’d convinced him not to confront his father yet but I wasn’t sure. Which was why it was all the more important to talk to the imprisoned woman again.

What are you doing? Your face is screwed up like you’re constipated and trying to pass a stone.

Thank you. What a delightful image. That undid all my good work. I sighed and chucked the next few thoughts from my head. I’m trying to clear my mind.

And failing.

As usual, so helpful.

You can’t force it. Let the thoughts come and let them go, but don’t linger on them or try to attack them for being there.

I stiffened. That… actually made a lot of sense. I stopped chucking thoughts away. I let them come and didn’t scrutinise them or think on them, and eventually they left. The passing of thoughts through my mind was almost peaceful, like a stream. I wondered if I should thank Lyall, and let that thought go just as quickly.

Soon, the thoughts slowed to a trickle, then a drip, and my mind sank into a strange blankness. A comforting nothingness. All I felt was my breathing, my body against itself, my clothes, the bed.

My muscles loosened, and I reached out, beyond myself, as if looking for something with my inner eye. All I saw was darkness. I cast the net wider, and wider.

I didn’t see anything. I didn’t feel anything either. But then a bright light scorched my eyes. I crashed back to my cell, cursing.

What the hell was that?

 I rubbed my eyes and blinked hard against the afterimage.

You Saw something?

A flash of light. Like the sun.

Was it multicoloured?

Maybe, aye. It hurt bad enough I hadn’t looked that closely. Is it her?

Spirit summoning wasn’t something I ever had reason to use. But from what my family passed down, the lights are spirits you can connect to.

So it probably was her. I blew out my breath. I hadn’t got her killed yet.

I’m going back in.

Good luck.

Once again, I let thoughts flow and relaxed until I was in a quiet state.

I cast my nets out farther and quicker this time, knowing roughly where I’d found that light, and I braced myself. There.

I focused on the edges of the light through eyes I sort of squinted. But the light dimmed and kept dimming as I got closer, so I gave it more of my focus, until I Saw things in the darkness.

A large figure on a small bed, breathing hard. A dim light outside the room.

I crouched by her pillow. She was the same woman I’d seen in my dreams, but this time I could see my hands. I was more present. Perhaps because I controlled the connection? She had said something about no energy…

‘Are you awake?’ And I could talk! Big improvement. I grinned, but it quickly slipped.

She was sopping wet. Sweat poured down her head and collected in her joints, leaving wet patches on her grimy shift. Was she ill?

‘You came,’ she whispered. ‘Knew you’d work it out.’ 

I barely heard her voice, it was so quiet.

I leaned closer, wishing I could offer her meds, or water or tea. ‘I realised the connection went both ways.’

‘Good. We can talk now.’ She groaned and sucked air through her teeth. ‘Not the best timing.’ She held her stomach, her muscles clenching.

That’s when I saw the sheet was wet around her groin, too. She was in labour.

‘Is no one here with you?’

‘Not until the evening check-in. But that’s not important.’

‘Of course it is! You’re in labour!’

I tried to touch the blanket, but my hand went through. I wasn’t really there. But I couldn’t watch her go through a birth by herself. Anything could happen.

She cursed through another contraction. ‘My family should know I’m trapped here. What they’re doing to us, that they take the babies away.’ She closed her eyes, breathing hard. Almost panting now. 

I swallowed hard. They took the babies away, but where? Were they trafficked, or taken into foster care in the human world? My stomach squirmed. Demi-fae blood in recent ancestry would be a huge boost to the resulting witch’s powers. If the babies went into the human world, it’d more than explain the increase in Cognatas among throwback witches, and the extremely high level of fae DNA in the Cognata throwbacks we’d tested.

‘Your family? Are they spirit fae, like you?’ I had to find them, help her get out that cell. 

A quick flash of a smile crossed her lips. ‘Ask what you mean.’ She grimaced as another contraction rolled over her. ‘I’m a banshee.’

We hadn’t learned much about banshees in class but I knew their magic only worked near the family they’d linked themselves to, and the banshee’s presence boosted their family’s magic in exchange.

Even without the close bond that grew between banshees and their families, her people would be missing her.

‘Thank you. That helps. Did you find out where you are? Anything I can use?’

‘They drugged me when they brought me here.’ She closed her eyes and gripped her thigh through another contraction. ‘It’s not Riga or Cesvaine. But it’s Latvia. No planes or ships.’

‘They?’

‘Russell’s business. His men check on me, and the truck they first put me in had the McKee logo on the side.’

I opened my mouth to ask another question, but the door rattled, and I was thrown back into my body.

I swayed and collapsed onto the bed with a grimace. My legs had gone to sleep, and the circulation was returning with a vengeance. But that had nothing on the pain of a natural birth with the dangers and hardships of those disgusting conditions.

You’re back.

I rubbed life into my tingling legs.

Lyall cocked his head. So, did you learn anything?

She’s definitely a banshee. And she’s not in Riga or Cesvaine. But she’s not abroad either.

And her family?

She wants to get to them, but – shit. I didn’t get their name.

We’d been interrupted before I got back to that.

I need to go back and ask. But someone came in, and it felt like I was thrown out.

My head was throbbing, like my brain had gone a few rounds with a cricket bat.

Did they arrive while you were talking?

Aye.

Then she broke the connection so they didn’t see you. Spirit summoning can create a vision of the absent party in the meeting location, like an apparition or a ghost.

That explained how I saw myself and how I interacted with the objects and people in the room, too.

How will I ken when it’s safe to contact her again?

She won’t let you into the connection if it’s not safe.

I didn’t realise she had that much control over how it worked. I’d not had the conscious thought of letting her into my dreams.

Though, maybe that’s why she’d found me when I was asleep. I wasn’t conscious then and I’d be expecting strange events and people. Dreams weren’t supposed to make sense.

My heart clenched. How long must that poor woman have waited each night to talk to me? I had to help her.

She’s in labour, so it’ll be a while before I can contact her again. They’ll have someone with her.

If this is her second child there, it’s been over a year. Her family will be looking. Though they may not be vocal about it. A missing banshee would be an embarrassment.

I grimaced as I stretched my legs. I might have an idea. I’d have to go back on some things and eat some humble pie, but…




* * *




Julian met me in our usual meeting room the next morning.

He set his briefcase on the table but didn’t sit. We didn’t have time to loiter.

‘What’s changed?’ he asked. ‘Have you thought of something I should know or something I can use?’

‘Those people contacting you…’

His eyes widened. ‘You’ve reconsidered?’

I raised my hand. ‘Don’t get too excited. I want to find one family.’

He frowned. ‘Why be so selective? If you want to help your case, you need to help as many people as possible.’

I huffed. ‘I’m not sure I can make this work on demand yet. Failing them would do more harm than good. But I am sure I’ve Seen one particular woman. The woman from the summoning I talked about. We might be able to find her. She’s a banshee. Maybe someone who contacted you is connected?’

‘Which family?’

‘I wish I knew. But she had black hair and green eyes the colour of emeralds.’

Julian checked his watch and tutted. ‘We can’t keep the coven waiting.’

‘I ken. Can you help?’

He sighed. ‘I closed most routes of enquiry when you were so vehemently against it but I can do damage control and some quiet digging. How long do you think the banshee has been missing?’

‘She said this was her second bairn in imprisonment. So over a year, at least.’

He grimaced. ‘Awful as that is, it helps. Most banshees don’t stay missing long. I’ll look into it.’ He picked up his briefcase. ‘Ready for another day?’

‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’

Eugene was next, which was sure to be a doozy. The prosecution had been layering muck to see what’d stick. Sadly, with my reputation, most accusations were like superglue.

And after Eugene, the witnesses were people I’d barely met, way less relevant to the case. They’d take no time to question. And they all spoke for the prosecution.

We didn’t have any star witnesses or compelling evidence to prove my innocence. The prosecution’s argument was so much stronger. I needed this banshee. And I was nearly out of time.




* * *




I pinched my nose as my guard opened my cell. Another night inside. Another night thinking through all the things that’d gone wrong. All the people I could’ve explained things better to, or avoided, or protected. But agonising over how I’d do things better now didn’t help anyone. Least of all Cameron or the banshee.

‘Now? Okay. She’s contained,’ my guard said.

At first I thought she was talking to someone in the hallway, but then I realised she’d pressed the button on her radio. They never used that thing.

‘What’s going on?’ They weren’t allowing Russell through again, were they?

PE Teacher walked out of sight. But as her footsteps dulled, others grew louder.

Someone shorter than Shane came along with smart, shiny shoes and… a patterned waistcoat. Julian. I dropped my shoulders and let the tension go.

What was he doing here? It had to be urgent. He’d never visited me after a trial day.

He stopped in front of my cell. ‘I may have a way to win your case.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘A group reached out. Perhaps through the enquiries I made yesterday…’ He spread his hands. ‘I think you should talk to them.’

‘I’m only interested in one family. Is this them?’

‘I don’t know, and I doubt they’d admit it if they were, but they could really help you.’

‘How?’

‘They have connections to multiple coven members.’

‘And you think they’d use them to help me?’ I snorted.

‘At least let me arrange a meeting.’ He raised a finger. ‘With the understanding that if you See or Sense nothing helpful, that’s life.’

‘You think they’d honour that?’

‘It’s an introductory meeting. You can sound each other out, see if it’s a good fit. Maybe you See something, or you don’t. No obligation.’

I frowned. ‘They’re being this flexible?’

He nodded. ‘That’s what makes me think it’s a good fit. They’re missing someone. For three years.’

‘And you’re not sure who it is?’

‘No. They’ve not specified if the missing woman is fae, human, or witch, but she has black hair and green eyes, and at least three families associated with this group have a banshee. The Meyers, Delvauxs, and the Virtanens. So there’s a good shot these are the right people.’

I twisted my lip between my teeth. If they had connections, I could use them to game the system and force a just result. If they followed through. If they didn’t use those same connections to push for my execution. But it wasn’t all about me. Justin died for this and the banshee was counting on me. Getting this right was important. If only the whole thing wasn’t a minefield.

Lyall? What do you think?

You wanted to find her family. Sooner or later, that means meeting witches who might be connected to her.

He hopped onto my pillow. You’re unlikely to win your trial legitimately. You knew that from the start. So meet them. Use them, if you can. Your trial will be over within the week. Something needs to change.

No pressure, huh?

‘Do it. Arrange the meeting.’

‘I’ll pass on your wishes.’

I smiled at Julian’s retreating back. He didn’t waste words on goodbyes or niceties. He learned what he needed and left to get on with it.

I just hoped I’d made the right decision, for both of us.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




Like I thought, the minor prosecution witnesses were taking a fraction of the time to question that Cameron, Kaylee, Justin’s partner, and Eugene took. An hour or two at most for background or small details to add to the prosecutor’s narrative.

Julian crossed them off his list, and each crossed-out name injected more dread into my bloodstream.

‘So it’s clear,’ the prosecutor said, pausing in her stride, ‘that Ms Nash hid her familiar’s true form. This takes magical know-how and power that she should not have access to as an untrained throwback witch. Power and knowledge that would make her more than capable of killing Justin Holt.’

Apparently in witch trials, lawyers were allowed to reinforce their version of events with their own words…

Julian stood.

Tibor swept his hand for him to go ahead.

‘That’s not clear at all. It’s more likely aether allowed her familiar to resist his true form. Wildes are well-known, and his human form was likely to reveal his past life. This could have caused Bianca harm. In fact, it probably did. No accusations were made against her until after her heritage became common knowledge.’

The public weren’t listening. Neither were the coven. They watched, they listened, but the glimpses of their faces I got showed amusement or anger. If they showed emotion at all. No acceptance, and no softening.

Tibor waved for Julian to return to his seat.

I nudged him and whispered, ‘How badly is this going?’ He’d ken better than me how things stood.

He grimaced. ‘We need new evidence or new witnesses to change minds.’

‘So we need the woman.’

I wasn’t going to say banshee in public. I didn’t want to give the big ears behind me any clue I knew about her.

‘She’d be ideal.’

‘Any word from the group you contacted? Did they agree to meet?’

He checked his phone. ‘Nothing yet. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything.’

I turned back to the prosecutor, who was playing to the public and the coven to nods and chuckles. They were so wrapped around her finger, I wasn’t sure anything would change their minds. But we had to try.




* * *




‘Talk to her,’ one woman said.

‘I don’t want to wake her. You do it,’ another woman whispered. She was closest.

Ah, they were arguing about who got to poke the bear. I hid my smile, the tension in my core easing. I hadn’t had visitors since the last set of magical press tried to set fire to my reputation. And if these two were who I thought, they were a hell of a lot more useful.

I rubbed my eyes, as if I’d just woken up.

The closer one, a redhead, jumped. ‘Sorry to wake you. This was the only time we could come without all the guards seeing us.’

So, they were polite and they hadn’t wanted to be paraded around the WMCF corridors. Aye, that made them more likely to be the people I wanted.

Dark-blue cloaks hid their clothes, but they were likely rich, high-class, and connected. They’d have to be to convince the night guard to let them down here. They also had to be desperate.

‘You’re the witches my lawyer mentioned, aren’t you?’ Neither had brought their familiars, but I couldn’t see who else they’d be.

The redhead offered her hand.

I moved closer to the bars but ignored it. I only got one shot at this, and I needed them on edge if I was to get what I needed. People like them were too used to getting what they wanted for free. I’d let them do their sales pitch and go from there.

She, though, hadn’t gotten the message. She thrust her hand through the bars.

I took a large step to the side, closer to the other witch. ‘Who are you?’

The redhead finally dropped her hand. She didn’t pout, which upped my estimation of her. ‘I’m Ivy,’ she said. ‘This is Shauna.’

Shauna had dark hair and a pale, almost Gothic look, as if she’d taken on board the traditional aesthetic of a dark witch in flowing robes and ran with it. Was this all theatrics to them or was that her style?

‘And your surnames?’ I wasn’t working with them on first names alone. I couldn’t research them on that little. And when they knew exactly who I was, that was hardly fair.

Ivy shifted her feet. 

‘Silva and Martin,’ Shauna said.

Neither rang any bells. Maybe they were lying, here to glean information on our plans?

‘Who is it you’re searching for?’

‘Avery. She’s been missing for three years,’ Ivy said.

I nodded. That matched with what Julian said.

Ivy fished her phone from her pocket and showed me a picture.

My breath caught in my throat.

The woman was young, maybe mid-twenties. Her green eyes sparkled in the sun, a stunning contrast in her pale, dainty face. She shone with life and magic. So much so, I barely recognised the similarities to the woman who’d infiltrated my dreams.

Now I understood why Lyall asked if any spells masked her appearance. One glance at this photograph, and I knew this woman wasn’t human, or a witch. She had more fae blood with that otherworldly beauty. But grime, late-term pregnancy and her lack of energy had done as much as any spell to drain the spark from her and hide the vibrant fae beauty.

‘You know her,’ Shauna said, a flatness to her voice that told me that wasn’t a question.

Still, I gave denial a try. ‘I’ve never met her.’

‘But you’ve seen her.’

‘Have I?’

‘The way you reacted. You recognised her.’

I bit my tongue. If these really were her family, they needed to ken where their banshee was, how much she needed help. And they were far more able to help than I was from in here.

‘How do you know her?’ I asked.

Ivy opened her mouth, but Shauna put a hand out to stop her. ‘She’s Seen her. Tell her the truth.’

The other woman pursed her lips. ‘Avery is the banshee for the Delvaux family. Our family name, before we married.’

I looked between them. The redhead had dyed hair, so they could be sisters, though cousins was probably more likely.

And the Delvaux family was one Julian had mentioned in connection to banshees.

They were a small, mostly Animalis family with fairly common magic and used their banshee to gain influence in the community. And from the determination these two had to get into the prison and find me in the midst of all that was being said about me, the banshee was right. They wanted her back.

‘Do you ken anything about how she was taken?’

‘No,’ Ivy said, crossing her arms. ‘If we knew anything useful, we wouldn’t be coming to you.’

Too true. But I had to ask. I also had to be sure they’d back me. ‘If I tell you what I know, can you influence my trial?’

Dangling what I knew like a carrot felt manky, but the banshee wasn’t the only one of us imprisoned with an uncertain future.

Ivy threw her hands up. ‘I knew she’d ask for something ridiculous!’

Shauna eyed me more carefully. I got the feeling she was the strategist of the two.

‘What result are you looking for?’ she asked.

‘I’d love for things to go back to normal. But I realise that’s unrealistic.’ I snorted, but neither laughed with me. ‘At a minimum, I want to avoid category one punishment. I can’t find Avery if they steal my magic – or murder me.’

‘I see.’ Shauna took her phone out her pocket and walked well out of my sight, but not far enough to be within hearing of the few other prisoners.

Ivy waited with me, her eyes flicking between me and her relative.

‘It wasn’t your idea to come, was it?’ I asked.

‘No. This was all Shauna.’

The hard tilt to her jaw told me she didn’t agree. She probably thought I was as bad as everyone said, and hadn’t thought for a moment that I might actually have information about Avery.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t shake your hand earlier.’ I stuck my hand through the bars. ‘Start over?’

She didn’t move.

‘If we’re working together, we should clear the air.’ I smiled, betting she wouldn’t want to be rude.

And it worked. She shook.

I held my grin inside, but a moment later, darkness came and went. I was baffled. And disgusted.

I was back in that cell. Avery was still in labour. I smelt the salt of her sweat and the waste of the room she’d been left in.

A jug of water sat beside her this time, and she’d had the grime washed from her, so someone had visited. But the way she looked at me between her contractions with utter revulsion, I wasn’t in a summoning. This was a vision. A vision from the eyes of the man holding her prisoner.

The body I inhabited walked to the corner of the room and replaced the full bucket of human waste with an empty bucket, then left the cell, closing the door behind him.

In the hall, he took out his phone. ‘Perseus, we need the midwife. For the banshee. Yes, last night. Send her now.’ He hung up.

For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. Perseus was the name of a coven member. That wasn’t coincidence, was it? Was this his baby? The vision darkened at the edges, but I couldn’t leave now. I needed more.

I willed the body I inhabited to look down the hall. He twitched that way, as if involuntarily. And yes, a window.

Concrete stretched to heavy woodland, a rough road leading through the trees into the distance. Two dull grey-black blurs on the very edge of the view might be car bumpers. Not a lot, but even that might limit the options.

And then I was back in my body, my hand slowly sinking back to my side as Ivy buried hers in her pocket.

I frowned. My visions so far were directly related to the person responsible.

Ivy scrunched her nose and turned towards Shauna, who was off the phone and walking back to us.

Lyall, I Saw Avery. Does that mean Ivy is involved in this?

He squeezed through the bars and waddled over to her. He lifted one wing, towards the hand I’d shook.

Her ring. Ask her where she got it.

Why?

Just ask.

‘Ivy, where did you get your ring?’ It was a pretty thing, silver with a pink jewel, but nothing that special.

She twisted it around her finger, smiling to herself. ‘It was Avery’s.’

Lyall slipped back into my cell. Okay, she’s probably not involved.

Then how did I get the vision?

Through Avery’s ring.

Oh. Why didn’t you tell me I could See through objects?

Wasn’t much use. They have to be personal items people value or wear frequently. And the visions are usually brief.

Still, there must be ways I could use that.

Shauna stopped in front of my cell. ‘We have a few favours we can call in and a witness who might help. If they can find enough to justify a laxer punishment, you’ll avoid a category one sentence. But,’ she raised a finger, ‘we will not uphold our end of the bargain without excellent information on Avery’s whereabouts.’

My heart swelled. It was the best deal I could hope for in my current situation.

I stuck my hand through the bars. ‘Shake on it?’

Ivy stepped in front of Shauna. ‘Don’t. She got all weird when she shook my hand.’

‘Because I got a vision. Of Avery.’

Ivy’s eyes glistened. She turned away, mumbling something.

‘What’s with her?’ I asked.

Shauna eyed me. ‘She and Avery were more than friends.’

‘Like sisters?’

‘No, they’d been married for a year when Avery disappeared.’

Ah. So Ivy wasn’t so touchy just because she didn’t like me.

‘What did you see?’ Shauna asked.

‘She’s in labour. When I touched Ivy, I Saw the man holding her captive. He removed her… waste bucket. And he asked for the midwife.’

Shauna narrowed her eyes. ‘I need a location.’

‘I’m doing my best. She’s not in a good state with the contractions. I’m hoping once the birth is over, it’ll be easier.’

I wasn’t giving her those snippets of what I Saw out the window. She’d need more than that.

Shauna inclined her head and offered her hand. But, despite keeping Avery and her location firmly in my thoughts, I didn’t get a second vision. But then, her hand was bare.

‘Sorry. No new vision.’

Shauna nodded and turned to leave.

‘One more thing,’ I said. ‘Avoid Perseus. His name was mentioned. I’m not sure it’s the Perseus on the coven, but it’s best to keep him out of your plans.’ The name was rare enough to avoid him for that alone.

‘Understood.’

The tightness in my chest loosened. I’d done my part. Whatever they did now was out of my hands.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




Shane’s eye bags were lighter, and his eyes didn’t have the manic sheen of a coffee overdose. Even Julian bounced his foot, humming to himself as he read through his notes.

They hadn’t been this upbeat in ages. And it put me on edge.

‘I take it Shauna came through?’ I bit my tongue, not quite hoping she really had.

Shane swung to his feet and grabbed my hands. Mira slunk in and out of our legs in a large figure of eight. She once again rippled with danger, just like Shane’s minty musk smell twisted around me, tugging me closer to him.

‘The Delvauxs found a witness,’ he said, his eyes full of dancing joy.

I found myself smiling with him. ‘Who?’

‘It’s one of the WMCF employees. She was the tech Justin asked to create the workaround for my uncle’s computer password.’

I blew out my breath. She could throw serious shade on Cameron’s denial of the academy operation. Justin asked her to help so she knew it existed. How had the Delvauxs found someone so good in two days?

‘Is she willing to talk about the investigation?’

Shane grinned. ‘She’s even going to research the murder and see if there’s anything else we can use.’

Then I didn’t care how they found her. I wanted to celebrate with him. 

Julian turned his head, and I used the moment of privacy to kiss Shane, savouring the soft pressure of his lips, while the scratch of his stubble sent hot sparks through my nerves.

When we drew apart, my grin stretched into my cheeks, and so did his, the green and brown in his eyes almost glowing.

We’d spent so long fighting to keep our heads above water. Having someone else look into my case was a welcome break, for both of us.

‘Did you talk to this witness before?’

‘No.’ Shane frowned, and I hated how it brought the shadows back to his face. ‘Justin never mentioned her by name. She was so far in the background, I couldn’t find her.’ His shoulders slumped.

I squeezed his hands to let him know I didn’t blame him. Without the force’s cooperation, he’d done well to find as many potential witnesses as he had. And it’d probably taken the intervention of the Delvauxs to convince the new witness to help anyway.

My gut twisted, a none-too-subtle reminder. But I hadn’t forgotten my end of the deal.

I caught Julian’s attention. 

‘I promised I’d locate the banshee. Her name’s Avery.’

I wouldn’t put it past Ivy to withdraw their witness if I didn’t find something useful.

Julian opened his notepad. ‘What did they tell you? Anything new?’

‘They showed me a picture, but the best information was from a vision I got when I touched Ivy. Avery’s captor found her in labour and called for a midwife. He looked out the window.’ Or I made him look.

‘Was Ivy involved in her capture?’ Shane asked, a slight growl back in his voice.

‘No.’ I stroked his arm until the angry flash in his eyes disappeared. ‘She was wearing Avery’s ring. I got the vision from that.’

‘I see.’ Julian pressed his pen to his chin. ‘Anything distinctive in the vision?’

‘Not much. We already ken she’s on a McKee property, right?’

Shane sank onto the table and rubbed his chest.

‘Shane?’

He waved his hand. ‘Tell Julian what you Saw.’

Something I said had hurt him. I bit my tongue. Was it because I’d said it was a McKee property?

He was so twisted inside, wondering if his dad was involved in this. That had to be it.

His slumped shoulders and ducked head were splinters in my heart.

Between Shane supporting me, and his dad adamant he should distance himself from me, I didn’t think they’d said more than a few words to each other in weeks.

I clenched my hands. I had to fix this.

If we found out which property the women were being held at, we could find out if his father had ever had involvement with it. With that solid proof, Shane could patch things with his dad.

I turned to Julian.

‘The compound was on a stretch of concrete with dense forest beyond. I ken Latvia is full of trees, but that has to strike off some of the urban properties, or those in villages or on large business parks?’

‘Yes,’ Julian nodded slowly, ‘but they’d have to be fairly isolated to do what they’re doing. Did you see any vehicles?’

I closed my eyes, judging the height of those bumpers. ‘A car and a van maybe? But the track in through the woods was rough. More gravel and dirt than a proper road.’ Like the stuff underneath the road when the weather ate through it.

‘Okay, so that eliminates ships, trucks, and other transport as holding facilities. Warehouses, too. They’d want a better road route.’

I hadn’t thought she might be held in a cell on wheels, but that was Julian.

‘Do you ken how many sites that leaves?’ I asked.

Julian shrugged. ‘A lot. But we’re getting somewhere.’

‘We’ll find them,’ Shane said, straightening, all trace of his worries gone.

I wished I could be that certain. We’d made progress, but it felt like something was going to go wrong. Not in a gut-squirming, psychic way, but in the very human way of this had been going too well and trouble had to be around the corner.

Julian’s phone rang thirty-five minutes later during our lunch recess.

That had to be trouble. I bit my lip. Was it the press, trying for another sound bite, or the Delvauxs, turning the screw for more information on Avery?

‘Yes?’ Julian nodded and covered the phone. ‘It’s Ingrid.’

I frowned. Our new witness. She’d only been on my case one, maybe two days. Why was she calling? Was she dropping out?

Julian listened to her for a minute, then put the phone in the middle of the table and sat back.

‘You’re on speaker!’ He smiled. ‘Give them the good news.’

It was too soon. I crossed my arms and stared at the phone. She couldn’t have unearthed anything good yet.

Shane walked behind me and put his arms around my waist. I breathed in his scent and leaned back into his hard chest.

Ingrid cleared her throat. ‘Hi. I’ll spare you the techy details, but I scanned human social media for images around the time of the murder and hit gold.’

This was a sick joke. But Julian was still smiling. He thought this was real. But how could human social media help me with a supernatural death?

‘Two sources have images of a man approaching the murder scene and standing over the bodies. The embedded metadata proves they’re from the right day, place, and crucially, they were taken before the WMCF arrived on the scene.’

I stared at the phone. ‘You mean they show another suspect?’

‘Exactly. We can’t make out his face, but it’s more than enough for doubt.’

I glanced back at Shane. His face was strangely empty. Julian was still grinning. But this didn’t feel real. I clenched my hands, but my nails hurt when they bit into my palms. I stared at the phone. She’d changed everything.

A smile tugged at my lips, and this time I let it, the shell on my emotions melting away.

With this, Julian’s entire argument that I was innocent, that the WMCF concluded their investigation too quickly, that someone else killed Justin, would get a huge boost.

My gut jumped, and I nodded to my stomach, like I was having a bloody conversation with it. We had to be careful.

‘Make copies, and copies of copies,’ I said. ‘Document everything.’

I couldn’t let these images be another casualty of the WMCF’s cover-up.

Shane’s chin rested in the crook of my neck, drawing me tight to his body, and I sighed out the last of my concerns. We finally had something concrete, something Russell missed. Maybe, I could imagine being with him again, outside prison, getting back to our life together. 




* * *




I laced my hands and closed my eyes, sinking into that meditative calm.

Like I had every night since Avery went into labour and five times already today, I stretched my spirit net into the darkness.

I Saw Avery’s flame and tried to connect to her but was thrown back into my body. Someone had to be keeping a very close watch on her.

No luck?

No.

Like he didnae ken from my scrunched-up face. My head was screaming at me like a continual brain freeze. But I had to try one last time.

Shauna and Ivy would arrive for an update any minute.

And I didn’t have enough.

Julian had narrowed Avery’s location to thirty properties. Far too many for the Delvauxs to search quietly. They only had one, maybe two shots at finding her. As soon as Russell knew someone was onto them, Avery would be a liability, and they’d kill her, like they’d killed Justin.

I bit my tongue. I couldn’t let that happen.

I need to get to her, Lyall. What we have is practically useless. Can I force the connection?

No, you’re doing all you can.

I tore my hands through my tangled hair.

The Delvauxs had performed miracles finding that witness. She’d already more than proved her worth finding another bloody suspect. I owed them. And I owed Avery.

Searing pain lanced my skull and spasmed down my spine.

I gritted my teeth. I’d push through it, find something that could be proved, that the Delvauxs could bring to the WMCF. Or someone who knew where Avery was. Someone less high-profile than Perseus or Russell McKee. Someone they could corner and demand answers from without him being missed.

But the click of heeled boots told me I’d run out of time.

Ivy sashayed towards me, chin up.

Shauna trailed behind, hands deep in the pockets of her cloak, her gaze distant. But when they stopped beside me, she snapped back into a cool strategist.

‘What do you have?’ Shauna asked.

I had to be honest. ‘Not as much as I wanted.’

Ivy huffed, but Shauna raised her hand. ‘Hear her out.’

They hadn’t stormed out of here yet, but Shauna asked for a location, and I didn’t have it.

‘Avery isn’t letting me connect to her, so I can’t ask anything new. It might be that someone is in the room with her, or maybe she had complications from the birth… I don’t know. But I can’t get more information.’

Ivy rolled her eyes. ‘She’s stalling. Can’t you see that? She doesn’t know anything. Her lawyer could have shown her a picture of Avery. Or she searched for missing people. It’s a con.’

Shauna stared at me. ‘You’ve found nothing? After the help we gave you?’

It wasn’t like I hadn’t tried. I couldn’t snap my fingers to magic answers and visions into my head.

‘I have the best motivation to help you.’ I couldn’t let Justin or Avery down. And with Russell pulling the strings, these women were probably my only way out of here. ‘But I’ve done everything I can from in here.’

‘A fat lot of nothing,’ Ivy said.

‘No. The last vision I had, I Saw something.’

Shauna swept her hand. ‘By all means.’

Are you sure you want to tell them? Lyall asked. This is your only leverage.

I ken, but Ingrid gives her testimony tomorrow. Then the trial’s over. I can’t afford her backing out.

‘We should leave,’ Ivy said.

‘I can narrow her location to a few properties,’ I said.

Shauna raised an eyebrow. ‘How many?’

‘More than I’d like. But Avery is being held by the McKees and–’

‘Blaming the McKees again! They have no reason to steal Avery from us. They’re one of the most powerful and connected families out there. And mentioning Perseus…’ Ivy shook her head. ‘Everyone knew he was obsessed with Avery. He practically stalked her. She’s stringing you along, Shauna. Stop listening to her and let the coven sort her out.’

Perseus’ obsession was news to me. Not that they’d believe me.

Acid jumped into my mouth. I swallowed.

Avery was definitely with the McKees, but they’d called Perseus when she’d gone into labour. Could he have abducted her? It might even be his bairn. But then why would the McKees hold her for him if it was personal?

I’d thought they were breeding stronger ‘throwback’ witches to increase the number of powerful Cognata witches in the gene pool, especially in influential families. So why risk their operation on a banshee someone was sure to miss?

My stomach swirled. I was thinking too small.

The pervert would’ve dreamed of bairns with the woman he watched.

A business that made sick dreams like that a reality could make a lot of money, or a lot of friends with a faulty conscience. More than enough to avoid a WMCF investigation by killing the lead officer and covering it up. And a coven member in their pocket? Ideal.

I closed my eyes and shook my head. We hadn’t looked deep enough. The McKees would have allies everywhere. Taking them down would be like killing a vampire without a stake. They’d keep coming back, mislaying evidence, changing testimony, and restricting my options.

‘We’ve searched everywhere that makes sense already,’ Shauna said, crossing her arms. ‘If she knows something, I want to hear it.’

Hell, what was I going to tell them? The window. Right. ‘In the vision from Ivy, the person I Saw through looked out a window.’

Ivy stiffened.

Shauna leaned in. ‘What did you see?’

‘Concrete for a few metres and then dense trees. The road through it was mud and gravel. Nothing likely to be labelled on a map.’

Ivy pointed at me. ‘If that isn’t a clear sign this is a con, nothing is. This is Latvia. Woods and forests are everywhere. And countless roads like that, especially in the countryside.’

Shauna’s lips thinned. She nodded, then turned on her heel.

‘No! Wait!’

My head throbbed in time with my heart. I lurched my arm through the bars, trying to catch a sleeve, but missed.

‘Is our deal still on?’

Neither woman looked back. They talked in a hushed mumble, not loud enough for me to hear, even with the echoes in the corridor. Then there was quiet.

I kicked the cell bars, tears blazing down my cheeks. How could I be so stupid? Losing myself in the McKee’s crap, when the Delvauxs were right in front of me.

Pain thundered through my toes, but I didn’t care. I took a shuddering breath. That was my one shot to avoid category one punishment. And I’d blown it.








  
  
  Chapter 8

  
  




Today we found out if the Delvauxs would back their threat to withdraw our new witness. But we were already in the meeting room, with no news.

I pulled my sleeves over my wrists. Too warm. I pushed them up, but they slipped, so I rolled them instead.

Julian checked his phone for messages approximately once a minute, locking and unlocking his screen.

Another five minutes passed. I crossed my legs, then uncrossed them.

Shane’s attention was riveted on me, like he thought I might lose it. Mira watched me from a different angle.

And their stares were like hot flames on my skin, warming the closer we got to court time, reminding me how much this meant to both of us. I looked at the clock and bit my lip. Four minutes until the trial started.

The second hand ticked through ten seconds. I willed the hand to move the other way. Where was she?

‘Anything?’ I asked.

Julian glanced at his phone, then me. ‘Maybe it’s time we think about our options?’

A chill uncoiled and stretched from my core to my fingers. I rubbed the tingling fingertips together. Today was the last planned day of the trial. Without our new witness… My airway clogged. I shook my head. Can’t go there.

‘We can ask for another day?’ Shane asked, his voice desperate.

I glanced at Julian’s briefcase propped open on the table, only a few dozen sheets of paper clipped inside, most of it dead ends. Finding another witness in a day was a pipe dream.

But… another day was another chance to contact Avery. I rubbed my head, my brain still tender from all those elastic snap rebounds back into my body last night.

My heartbeat was slow, steady, in my ears, counting the seconds we had left.

‘Do it.’

What else could we do?

Julian pushed his chair back with a screech.

He was halfway to the door when a loud knock stilled him, and pounded my skull some more.

With a shake of the head, he opened it.

I craned my neck to peer around him.

A towering pile of paper half obscured the frowning face of a young woman. She wasn’t an official. Her black hair was roughly thrown into a bun and was dyed bright blue on the ends.

She slid inside, knocking her elbow on the doorframe. A few sheets wafted to the floor.

‘Damn it.’ She bounced her papers. ‘Help is appreciated. Jump in anytime.’

Julian took the stack and put it on the table, where it dwarfed his briefcase.

And Shane was suddenly by my side, hovering. The air between us stood my hair on end with tension. Unasked questions. Unsaid worries.

I put space between us and collected the woman’s flyaway sheets. They may as well be in another language… 

My heart raced. I clutched the paper so tight it crinkled. Code. Programming language. Could this be our witness?

Julian held his hand out. ‘Ingrid, I presume?’

She shook.

It’s her. The Delvauxs came through.

They were good people. My gut twisted. That made failing them worse.

Cutting it fine, isn’t she?

If she brought this much ammunition, I don’t care.

What had she been doing to generate so much data?

‘Are we jumping right into it?’ she asked.

‘Unless there’s anything you need to go over?’

‘Actually, yes.’ She snatched a few papers from the pile and waved them under Julian’s nose. ‘You need to ask me about these.’

‘That’s the image metadata you mentioned?’

‘No.’

‘Then what is it?’

‘Reasonable doubt.’

I choked. ‘You found reasonable doubt overnight?’

I’d thought she wasn’t coming, not working till the last minute trying to save me. We’d only given her my data two days ago.

‘It was a long night.’ She swung a backpack around and rooted through until she came out with a slim, bright-red can. Energy drink.

‘Tired?’ Julian asked.

She gulped the drink then gasped in a breath. ‘You have no idea. So…’ She put her drink on the table. ‘Long story short, the default settings on your phone and your apps aren’t exactly… privacy friendly.’

She gave me a tight smile. ‘Sorry. That’s the bad news. The good news is that some of the searches you made that day saved your exact GPS coordinates. We know where you were to the square metre. Spoiler alert, it wasn’t where Justin died. You were in your flat with Shane like you said – I checked his data, too.’

Shane took a few steps towards her, then stilled. His chest rose and fell quickly, his bottom lip tucked under his teeth.

I blew out my breath. All that was tracked in the background? What was the catch?

‘How long does that make the window of opportunity?’ Julian asked, way ahead of me.

‘Ten minutes. Right at the end of the estimated hour of death.’

Julian smirked.

Why was he so happy?

Oh.

The end of the hour. Around the same time that man was photographed at the scene.

‘Will this get me off?’ I asked, my voice breathy.

Julian tilted his hands. ‘Maybe. They’ll argue it. Opportunity is still there, but it’s doubt.’

Lyall fluffed his wings. A big scoop of doubt.

I snorted, and a smile burst out. Shane’s tilted head as he tried and failed to ken my thoughts was hilarious.

Are you comparing this breakthrough to ice cream?

Ingrid crushed her empty drink can and dumped it in the bin. ‘Do you need anything else, or can we get this done?’

I glanced over Shane’s shoulder to the clock. Five minutes late. And so worth it.




* * *




Ingrid left the stand, and that was it. That was every single witness for the defence and the prosecution questioned and dismissed.

With all her data, Ingrid was a powerhouse on the stand. I’d hate to hide from her. The way she’d tracked my movements and searches was stalker accurate. Doing that from the comfort of her computer chair… I shivered.

Still, it was convincing.

The public and the coven couldn’t keep a lid on their disbelief when she contradicted Cameron’s testimony about the existence of an undercover operation, but she proceeded to prove it with meticulous email records and work logs. The weight of all that data dampened the protests and the prosecutor’s cutting questions until the court was quiet.

And that had nothing on their boggled eyes when confronted with another suspect.

A suspect who was clearly male and who was at the murder scene in the same ten-minute window I wasn’t accounted for.

I couldn’t ask for anything more. I should be buoyed to the ceiling like a helium balloon.

But the end of this trial, the hooded coven peering down at me, still left my knees shaky.

However much proof we raked out of my phone, most of the coven hated me. And my fate was in their hands. They could decide to dismiss the evidence in front of them, and most witches would go along with it.

Never thought I’d learn to appreciate the human justice system. At least those juries were complete strangers and as unbiased as possible.

Tibor pushed to his feet. ‘Prosecution, please make your closing statement.’

I tried to keep my expression blank. Every wee gesture I made would be scrutinised by the public and the coven. They’d use anything they could to point to guilt.

The prosecutor stood and clicked across the courtroom in kitten heels. Each step grated against the silence, until she stopped in the centre of the open space. She smiled to the public and nodded to the coven.

‘You’ve now heard from anyone who had any meaningful contact with Ms Nash throughout her time at the academy, and those who were around her once she was suspended, pending the inquest. You’ve even heard from her guards and processing officers.’

‘Can she say that?’ I whispered to Julian. ‘Not everyone took the stand.’

‘Mentioning failed witnesses makes you look bad, like they want nothing to do with you.’

I gritted my teeth. ‘Got it.’

Julian’s cheek twitched as he turned back to the prosecutor.

‘A few witnesses had good things to say about Ms Nash, or stated that they couldn’t comment on her character. Not all of them knew her well, after all.’ She smiled then, as if giving me a point.

It dug in like a shard of glass. She was moving in for the kill.

‘But, and this is an important but, no one can say they knew her since she was a child. No one can say she has never had contact with magic or any surviving Wildes witches before coming to the academy. And no one can prove she didn’t kill Justin Holt.’

I narrowed my eyes. She was seriously downplaying Ingrid’s testimony.

Julian nudged me.

With effort, I smoothed my expression and seethed inside instead.

She was only doing her job, presenting the best argument for the WMCF, the ‘people’, but that didn’t stop me imagining her smug narrative crashing around her.

Hold it together, Bianca.

My teeth squeaked. I’m trying.

Did this vile woman ken she was covering up murder? Or did she believe Cameron lied in the inquest rather than now, and think she was cleaning up the community?

I shivered, not sure which was worse.

‘Think about the people who saw her that day. You have her boyfriend’s testimony, but of course he’d lie for her. He’s wrapped around her finger. And the humans she lives with? They’re easily manipulated. Maybe they didn’t even know. It wouldn’t take more than five minutes for her to get to the murder scene from her flat. Who’d notice someone missing for that long?’

She shook her head.

‘That leaves Justin’s partner. He saw a raven familiar. And not one witch within a one hundred mile radius has a raven familiar – or a familiar who disguises himself like one – except Ms Nash. The woman they were watching that night. Whatever Ingrid’s photos show, they can’t tell you who killed Justin Holt. Was it a stranger passing by? Or was it someone who knew him – a Wildes? A Wildes whose every move was being watched, until the night she attacked her guards? Who seems more likely?’

I bit the inside of my mouth. Hard. I so badly wanted to yell that none of this was me, that I was mourning for Justin as much as anyone, but it’d do no good.

Julian squeezed my arm and stood, passing the prosecutor as she returned to her seat.

He squared to the public, meeting the eyes of each row, then he nodded to the coven.

But the evidence he summarised and all the holes he poked in my supposed need to meet my ‘conspirators’ without watchful eyes, to stop Justin from admitting what he knew about me, or to sabotage the academy, somehow weren’t hitting home. That wasn’t his fault. The public had been sold a story of a lost nemesis, back and murdering their own. A mystery man didn’t have the same pull.




* * *




I snuggled into Shane’s neck, not caring that Julian was still in the room.

The musk and pine were comforting, like home. I snuck my arm around his waist and held on to him, scrunching my fingers in his top.

‘Did you try contacting Ivy and Shauna?’ Shane asked over my shoulder.

Julian sighed. ‘Neither are answering the phone. I think continuing to call them might do more harm than good.’

I peeked at him. The Delvauxs already let me keep Ingrid. Pestering them for more, to use their hard-won favours on the coven’s judgement without offering something in return was slimy. And unlikely to get me very far.

‘Let it go, guys, please.’

It was all over too fast. I wanted to hide away with Shane and pretend none of this was happening for a wee while, but neither of them stopped chomping at the bit.

I didn’t need the running blow-by-blow and the weighty post-testimony, post-trial analysis. It was done. They’d done all they could. The next steps were on me.

My gut flip-flopped, images of Avery crying out in labour searing my mind. I needed an hour’s rest. That was allowed, right?

Shane smoothed my frown. ‘We can’t let it go. If the Delvauxs pull through, you could be cleared of all charges and out of here tomorrow afternoon.’

‘I know, okay? But can we be normal people with normal problems for a wee bit?’

I wasn’t quitting yet. I wanted to spend time with Shane – restful time – before I threw myself into Avery’s walls again. My head needed it, and so did my heart.




* * *




I battered Avery’s walls until my brain felt like it’d been repeatedly impaled with a hot poker. I’d napped to ease the white-hot pain, but each time I woke I tried again, and again. Another seven or eight times, with no luck.

When I finally gave up for the night, I still couldn’t sleep. It wasn’t just anxiety dreams either. Nightmares about Avery’s labour, about her bleeding out or dying from infection, too.

I’d only ‘met’ her a few times but I felt connected to her. We were both being held against our will and we shared blood, however small.

You should have taken tonight off.

I know.

All I was doing by constantly contacting her was giving myself one hell of a migraine. And sending my thoughts into anxious circles, the answers just out of reach, like a cat trying to lick its neck. But what else should I do? Stare at the wall? Endure more nightmares? Wonder what tomorrow might bring?

Boots thumped closer.

I frowned. Was it morning already? Without a window, I lost track of time. It could be.

‘Breakfast time!’ my guard called, opening my cell’s magical and physical locks, but he didn’t have the breakfast tray with him. 

He gestured down the hall.

I led us out of the cells and upstairs to the main floor.

He squeezed my waist to nudge me left.

I tried not to cringe. That was far too intimate. But I sucked air in and walked faster. Today I had bigger problems than a touchy guard, and better company to focus on.

Left meant I’d be meeting Julian and Shane. Whatever the sentencing brought, at least I got to spend time with them first.

My guard pushed the meeting room door open and stepped back, clicking the door shut behind me. He’d stand guard outside, until it was time to escort me to the courtroom.

I bit my tongue and swallowed shards of ice.

Shane met me at the door, a slight frown scrunching his brows, a smile faltering. 

He pulled me into a hug. ‘Are you okay? Did you find her?’

I clung to him and tugged his sweatshirt cords when he drew back.

‘I tried, but she keeps pushing me out.’

Shane bit his lip, his eyes earnest through those thick eyelashes. ‘You did your best. That’s all that matters.’

But we both knew it wasn’t. Not for Avery, and certainly not for me. It was just something to say when we had nothing else.

He laced his hands through mine and kissed me. The room fell away as I watched his face, memorising every mole.

Tingles swept through my lips and down my spine. This might be our last kiss.

Shane tightened his arms around me, and for the first time, it didn’t dispel the ghosts wandering my mind.

In a few hours, I’d know my fate.

I pulled out of the kiss.

Shane stroked my cheek, his eyes soft and shiny. He felt this as much as I did.

‘Are you hungry? We brought pastries.’ Shane’s smile drooped when I shook my head.

My stomach was jumping and twisting like a mashup between bad food and a roller coaster. Spirit wanted to warn me about what was coming. But I already knew it wouldn’t be good. I’d rather enjoy the minutes I had left with Shane than focus on what came next.

Lyall, can I turn off my hunches? Or dismiss them, like an alarm?

Is it bad?

My gut is bungee jumping over a cliff and pinging back again at full speed.

Lyall cocked his head but didn’t add anything useful. I didnae ken why that surprised me anymore.

Fine.

‘Come on, let’s get set up,’ I said, opening the door.

I’d said my goodbyes as well as I could. The longer we lingered in here, the harder it’d be to face the courtroom.




* * *




The rubberneckers had packed into the courtroom, shoulder to hip all the way to the back, blocking the main doors. They’d have filled the aisle and the space in front of the coven, too, if Tibor wasn’t keeping a strong eye on them.

No doubt the same crowd that would’ve religiously attended public executions.

Tibor’s hood was down, but the rest of the coven still hid beneath theirs, and the courtroom was as medieval as ever. More like a grand performance than a fair trial. A flimsy attempt to justify their judgement.

And I so wished I could snap, tell them exactly what I thought. But Justin’s real killer was still out there. And the McKees were still holding women prisoner. If they got rid of me, no one could help them. So I had to get through this. For them. And that meant doing everything I could to seem reasonable, innocent, however hard it was to bury my feelings.

Tibor spread his hands for quiet. ‘Ms Bianca Nash, please take the stand.’

I blew out my breath and walked in.

‘Do you understand you’re present to hear the coven’s judgement for the accused crime of murder?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. We have studied the evidence provided by the defence and the prosecution. Today we judge whether you are guilty or not guilty. A simple majority carries the judgement. Nina, please begin.’

A petite woman on the far left of the long table stood.

Her voice boomed through the courtroom. ‘I find Ms Bianca Nash guilty.’

The words slammed into me, stealing my breath.

The next, much taller, coven member stood. Perseus. ‘I find Ms Bianca Nash guilty,’ he drawled.

My fingers twitched. Of course he’d want me gone. Russell would’ve told him what I had the ability to See, and how I could ruin their arrangement.

The next coven member stood. He cleared his throat, but his voice was so quiet I strained to hear him.

‘I find Ms Nash not guilty.’

My heart beat double-time. Did I hear him wrong? I squinted into the shadows of his raised hood for what moved him, but he sat quickly, sending him farther into shadow.

The coven members on his right swung round to look at him. And for once the crowd behind me weren’t watching me.

We’d swayed one. Or the Delvauxs had.

But I hardly had time to process that before the next coven member stood.

‘Ms Nash is guilty.’

My chest constricted. Then again, maybe it was a fluke.

The next coven member stood. ‘On the evidence provided, I find her not guilty.’

Yes! Two for three. I clasped my hands so tight my knuckles shook.

The frail old man to the left of Tibor stood, holding the table to keep himself steady.

‘Ms Nash is guilty,’ he said.

My insides writhed, though I expected him to judge me guilty. We’d researched each member of the coven thoroughly, and he’d lost most of his family to the Wildes Rebels.

Tibor was next, but he looked to his left. He wouldn’t give his judgement as coven leader unless there was a split vote.

I nibbled on my lip. If it came to that, I had no idea which side he’d choose.

‘Graham?’ Tibor prompted.

The large man heaved to his feet. ‘Ms Nash is not guilty.’

He plopped back into his seat.

I smiled. Thank you, Graham.

The five people on his left were not giving any sign which way they’d go. And I needed four of them for a majority.

I don’t think we can do it.

You don’t know that.

The next woman stood. ‘I cannot in good conscience convict when there is another, un-investigated suspect. Therefore, Ms Nash is not guilty.’

I counted along the coven. We were even. Four for four. A tingle of warmth spread through my cheeks. Could we do this?

The next coven member stood. She’d lost much of her family to the Wildes Rebels, too. ‘I find her guilty.’

The crowd behind me blew out their breath, but I held mine. We were so close.

Another man stood. ‘Ms Nash is guilty.’

Tears washed over my vision, my throat choking up. They only needed one more guilty verdict, and I was a murderer. By law. On the record forever as Justin’s killer.

Tibor cleared his throat and gestured for the next person.

The last two were some of the more minor members of the coven, with families with many Animalis members. They didn’t have such a close connection to the Wildes Rebels massacres or the elite families, so maybe… My heart squeezed. Maybe we could do this.

The first stood. ‘Ms Nash cannot be convicted for her ancestors’ crimes. She is not guilty.’

She looked out over the courtroom, then reclaimed her seat, the man on her left rising as she sat.

‘I agree with Hazel. Ms Nash is not guilty.’

The squirming in my stomach finally settled, so suddenly I numbed. Tibor had the casting vote.

The candle beneath me flickered with my quick breaths. In… out. In… out. There. Back under control. They’d relish any sign of weakness now.

Tibor stood and surveyed the public pews, then met my eyes. ‘It seems the decision is mine.’

He frowned and glanced to each side. ‘I did not think the vote would be so mixed but I recognise there are clear flaws with the WMCF’s investigation. Ms Nash is the most likely suspect, but this case was not yet ready to go to trial.’

He shook his head at the WMCF liaison sitting behind the prosecution. ‘On that basis, I must find Ms Nash not guilty.’

I could barely breathe.

‘Julian, what does this mean?’

Julian stayed me with his hand. But what did we have to wait for? I wasn’t guilty.

The public erupted, baying for my death, for a just punishment, whatever that was.

My mind was loud, too. How did we do it? Had the Delvauxs come through for me again, or had Julian convinced the coven there may be another suspect?

The prosecutor waved her hands around, nostrils flaring as she snapped the head off the WMCF liaison.

I smirked. What a shame. Her narrative had tumbled down. I wouldn’t be returning to my concrete cell. I swallowed around a lump in my throat. I’d be free.

Tibor waved his hands for quiet, but the crowd wouldn’t listen.

‘Enough!’ he shouted over them, his neck reddening from the shoulders up.

It must be a rarity for a man who’d ruled the coven unopposed for ten years to face dissent like this.

You think high society will throw him that anniversary party after this?

Maybe. They like their gatherings. It’ll only be slightly more fake than normal.

Tibor slammed his fist on the table.

Some of the crowd jumped, and I could hear him again.

‘With a new suspect in play, we cannot convict Ms Nash. However,’ he met the prosecutor’s eyes, ‘in exceptional circumstances, where compelling new evidence is found, and where the case is in the public interest, as this is, a retrial is possible.’

I grabbed Justin’s arm, my heartbeat thundering in my ears. 

‘What about double jeopardy? If I don’t admit guilt, how can they try me again?’

‘It’s like the UK system. If the new evidence is strong enough, the prosecution can get a retrial. But under witch law, retrials can only take place within a year of the original acquittal.’

My mind spun, trying to pick the useful parts out of his legal speak. I rubbed my eyes until I saw stars.

‘So they have a year.’

‘Yes.’

I shook my head. ‘Russell will fabricate something relevant in a few months at most.’

Julian’s lips thinned. ‘It’s likely.’

He’d seen how much evidence went ‘missing’. He knew what our chances were. 

The prosecutor stood. ‘I’ve spoken to the WMCF. They will reopen the case and pursue a retrial at the earliest opportunity. But you cannot let a suspected murderer run free.’

Julian stood. ‘Bianca has already spent weeks in jail, much of it without representation, for a crime she didn’t commit. She’s innocent. There’s no precedent for imprisoning someone after an acquittal, whether you think the WMCF will find evidence warranting a double jeopardy exception or not. You can’t lock her up based on your theories.’

‘It’s more than a theory. She has motive,’ the prosecutor snapped.

The crowd cheered her on, like a bloody pantomime. They couldn’t decide my fate like this.

‘Julian…’

His eyes were slits. ‘Does she? That relies rather heavily on Mr Murphy over my witness, doesn’t it? Mr Holt and Ms Nash were friends and co-workers. She had no reason to kill him. He was planning to support her defence, not the prosecution.’

His hands were fists. He’d taken my side. In front of everyone.

I tugged his sleeve. ‘Sit, please.’

I didn’t want him to lose work over this. Defending me was one thing. Giving me his personal support was another.

‘Stop.’ Tibor pinched his nose. ‘We’re not having this conversation here. Meet me in the coven’s chambers. Both of you. This session will reconvene once we decide how to best deal with Ms Nash returning to civilian life.’

Tibor shook his head at the rowdy crowd and led the coven out of the courtroom.

Julian took my elbow and guided me out the back doors.

I was glad for the help, because my mind was swarming. Seeing where I was going hardly seemed to matter. But Julian steered me through the corridors expertly, back to the meeting room where Shane was pacing in front of the table. How he got there through the crowd ahead of us, I had no idea.

Julian gently pushed me towards him. ‘You two wait here. I’ll talk to Tibor.’

Shane hugged me, rubbing my back. ‘We did it,’ he said, his voice so soft I had to strain to hear it. ‘You’re getting out of here.’

‘I hope so.’ I couldn’t let myself believe it yet. I looked over his shoulder, to Julian. ‘I am getting out?’

His eye twitched. ‘They can’t keep you in here.’

I bit my lip. That meant they’d try. A cold shiver ran down my spine, and I held Shane tight.




* * *




Pizza arrived around midday.

Julian offered me a slice, but the greasiness and oozing cheese turned my stomach. The stale pastries from the morning looked even worse.

Tibor hadn’t found a compromise from talking to Julian and the prosecutor.

In the end he’d kicked them out to investigate ‘alternative options’.

What the hell did that even mean, and why was it taking so long? We’d been waiting hours.

The amount Julian’s phone rang suggested the supernatural media were getting twitchy, too. They wanted comment, or some kind of running commentary since they weren’t allowed inside the courtroom. They must’ve heard about the ruling. But even if I wanted to talk, I didn’t know anything. And neither did Julian.

‘Does it normally take this long?’ Shane asked, running a hand through his already messy hair.

I smiled. We’d come full circle, but I was still in this damned room.

Julian put his phone away. ‘No, but this ruling was controversial.’

I swallowed past my tight throat and asked what I’d been avoiding all this time.

‘What do you think they’ll decide?’

‘I wish I knew.’

A sharp rap at the door turned all our heads.

PE Teacher walked in and scanned the room until she found me. ‘Time to go, Wildes.’

Icy fingers gripped my throat. I was innocent. I’d been proved not guilty. I shouldn’t have to go back in there. And yet… 

I reached for Shane’s hand and squeezed it, his warmth and strength flowing up my arm and loosening my tight throat until I felt human again. He’d kept me sane through all of this, the family I never had.

PE Teacher glanced at our joined hands.

I glared. She wasn’t breaking us apart.

She sighed and ushered us all through the back corridors.

I nodded my thanks.

The court was darker, closer, with half the candles snuffed out, but it was still packed. And the mixture of pale and frowning faces told me they still wanted a different result than earlier. A harsher one.

I gritted my teeth. With Russell on their side, they’d get their do-over. But not today.

Shane squeezed my hand and moved the other side of the public defence barrier. I shivered at the sudden loss of heat and swallowed past the ache in my throat. But he was right behind me, inches away. He was still with me.

Tibor stood.

I didn’t see anything on his face that told me how things had gone. He didn’t look gleeful, or annoyed, but then he hadn’t through this entire process. He’d been the appearance of fair process, if not the practice.

‘Thank you for your patience today.’ Tibor gestured to either side, taking in his colleagues. ‘It took some time…’ His jaw tensed, his eyes drilling into a few of his colleagues. ‘But we’ve spoken to the prosecution, the defence, law experts, and the WMCF, among others, and we’ve reached an agreement.’

He scanned the public pews and then rested his eyes on me.

‘Ms Nash will return to Wildes Academy to finish her schooling. With passions running so high, we’ve decided she’ll be under the close supervision of two of our best and most highly trained officers at all times, until the retrial period ends.’

Tibor waved at the crowd, but I let their noise wash over me.

I was going back to school. I bit my tongue. As much as I wanted to learn more about my magic, the other students wouldn’t be pleased to have me back. I’d have Shane, but… the others wouldn’t see me as innocent.

And Eugene – why had he agreed to this? He and Russell must want me as far away as possible. Russell promised I wouldn’t make it out of jail. His dark smirk dominated my mind’s eye. I shuddered. The walls seemed to press in, the crowd farther away.

Until a woman screamed that I might murder her precious darling.

I shook myself out of my downward spiral.

Tibor stared her down. ‘Academy students will be perfectly safe. These officers bring in the worst fae out there. And the worst witches. The slightest breach of the law will lock Ms Nash behind bars again.’

But would they protect me? I nibbled on my lip. I doubted it.

Shane called my name. Probably not for the first time. I caught his hand. Whatever the details, we’d done it. Somehow, I’d avoided the worst.

He kissed me, pressing my lips to his so hard I felt my heartbeat.

Heat swirled through me, and the weight of my trial eased.

‘You’re getting out,’ he whispered, holding me to his chest, a lightness to his face I hadn’t seen since I was imprisoned.

I fastened my hands around him. No more PE Teacher. No more cells. I’d still have to watch my back but I’d have my own bed, a thick blanket, and endless time with Shane. I’d even get to call Finn and Rhea.

I smiled then, wondering what silly photos they’d sent me while I’d been in jail.

‘Bianca, Shane, we should get out of here,’ Julian said.

When we broke apart, I saw why. The public had gotten over their shock and a fair portion were pushing towards us.

Shane jumped over the barrier into the defence area, and Julian ferried us out the same doors the coven took.

The officers on the door didn’t try to protect us but they didn’t let anyone else through the doors either. And I understood. They wouldn’t go out of their way to help us but they wouldn’t hurt me either.

And again, what did that mean for my new watchers? Because back in the academy, I was going to need their help.

These witches wanted my blood, and I’d be confined with them for the next three years. Attacking them, even in my own defence, would probably put me behind bars again.

I shivered, thinking of all the magic practice, the dead-end corridors, and the ‘accidents’ that could so easily be arranged. A death sentence might’ve been cleaner.








  
  
  Chapter 9

  
  




We met PE Teacher at reception. My things were already piled on the counter.

She threw my normal clothes at me, the ones they’d taken during processing.

I caught them awkwardly, ruining the neat folds, and glared at her.

Shane rubbed my shoulders, and Mira stood beside me, hissing at my old guard.

‘They’ll find more evidence, and you’ll be back here soon enough,’ she said.

She waved her hands over my magical bindings and said a few words. Then the man behind the counter did the same.

The brightness of the magical bracelets dimmed until my wrists were bare. I flexed my hands. They looked the same, and moving them felt the same, but I could defend myself again.

I was going to thank her, but PE Teacher had already stalked off.

And I’d been thinking she cared more than the others. Showed what I knew.

The older man behind the reception desk nudged my other things towards me with his pencil, like he couldn’t bear to touch them.

Shane raised an eyebrow, but the officer had his back to us, reaching for the printer.

‘I need you to sign for your things,’ he said, putting a stapled wad of paper on the counter.

A bead of sweat ran down his forehead and dripped over his chin to land on his shirt.

I didn’t like him not meeting my eyes.

He circled the lines I needed to sign.

I flicked through to the start, but it’d take me an age to wade through the legal mumbo jumbo. I’d never see what it really meant.

‘Julian? Can you…?’

He stepped forward.

I relaxed. He’d never let me sign away anything important.

He skimmed the wording, then turned back to the signature page. ‘It’s a standard release. You can sign.’

So they hadn’t tried to trap me. I smiled, shrugged into my coat, and pulled it around me, savouring the subtle scent that, unlike the prison-issue detergent, didn’t tickle my nose with an overbearing fragrance.

‘Please sign, then take your belongings.’

I rolled my eyes and shoved my phone and wallet into my pockets. Then I signed, printed, and dated his stupid log.

He moved to the cabinet to file them.

I blinked at his back. This was too easy. ‘Is this all I have to do? I’m good to go?’

‘Now Peregrine is here, yes,’ he said over his shoulder.

‘Peregrine? What kind of name is that?’

A deep voice cleared their throat on my right.

I jumped, my heart pounding as I turned to meet the intense stare of a rugged older man. He towered over me, so broad-shouldered I felt petite. And soft.

The air around him buzzed with dark energy.

I retreated a few steps, closer to Shane.

The stranger’s shadowed eyes were on the exits rather than us, but he had that coiled stillness of a predator. Much like Mira.

The hairs along my neck rose when I counted two knives and a gun. No doubt he had more hidden under his baggy black clothes.

But the long, red twists of the puckered scar across his neck made me want to put serious space between us. Surviving that wasn’t easy.

Tibor said they’d send their best, but I hadn’t thought he meant battle-hardened veterans.

‘Are you my minder?’

‘You do what I say, when I say, at all times, or it’s back to the cells. I won’t hesitate to report you. Understand?’

I narrowed my eyes. However big he was, I was innocent.

‘You can’t boss her around like that,’ Shane said, his jaw clenched.

I looked to Julian. 

He shook his head. ‘Later,’ he mouthed.

I pursed my lips. Fine. I’d rather get out of here than spend the next thirty minutes arguing anyway.

‘Can we go?’ Shane asked, his voice seething.

I nodded. ‘Can we?’

The wind waited, and the sun, and the moon. I wrapped my arms around my middle. Everything out there would feel new after so long without.

Peregrine nodded. ‘We’ll go out the back way, avoid the crowds.’

I clenched my hands. ‘No one thought to tell me about the back way before my hearing?’ When the crowd were throwing rocks at us.

He shrugged. ‘You’re welcome to lodge a complaint with the WMCF complaints board.’

I snorted. Fat lot of use that’d be, but… ‘At least you have a sense of humour.’

Julian peered out a window. ‘I’ll go out the front way, distract the media. But I’ll be in touch about our retrial strategy.’

I laughed, having no doubt I’d need him earlier than that. ‘I’ll keep you on speed dial.’

And as he walked away, I felt I should do something to thank him. He may have needed the Delvauxs’ help to spring me from my cell, but he was loyal, and his magical thinking played a big part in turning this trial around. He deserved a reward. Maybe a new waistcoat and briefcase.

‘You know, I’ll miss him,’ I said.

Shane nodded, his eyes fastened on Peregrine. ‘Me, too.’




* * *




We’d argued with Peregrine about the best time to arrive at the academy. He wanted to wait, make a quiet arrival, well outside normal hours. I didn’t want to fall asleep in the car. I hardly knew the guy, and most the WMCF officers I’d met weren’t the most upstanding people. Even with Shane offering to watch him, his hair-trigger presence worried me. What if he hurt Shane to get to me?

But Peregrine also ran on caffeine, and the last café before Cesvaine was open until midnight. So we waited there until it shut, Shane refusing to let me pay for anything. He even bought me a cookie, my first taste of chocolate since prison. I smirked, remembering his goofy grin. He’d been so happy to look after me.

When the café shut, we drove around until Peregrine deemed it a good time to pull into the academy.

I’d thought it’d look different, but the pointed towers, double-sized wooden doors, and the long, sweeping driveway hadn’t changed. Just me.

I opened my door.

Peregrine was already out and marching to the doors, the crunching gravel getting quieter and quieter.

Shane stayed glued to me. Like a bodyguard. Warm fuzzies took over my stomach. Having him and Mira at my side for my first steps on enemy territory was exactly what I needed.

The foyer was so dark it took a good few seconds for me to adjust.

No one was waiting for us, but we did get a welcome. Of sorts.

A banner hung from one end of the foyer to the other. Large, all-caps lettering spelled out: ‘Murderers aren’t welcome here’.

My heart squeezed. I shoved my hands in my pockets. They’d gone out, bought the banner, the paint, and worked together to hoist the sign to where I’d see it the moment I arrived.

But I refused to let them get the emotional reaction they wanted. It was a sign. I’d faced worse.

‘Bastards,’ Shane said. 

Mira rushed from one end of the foyer to the other, peering into each exit, but didn’t find anyone to blame.

‘Shane?’ I held out my hand.

He took it and squeezed.

A waft of his body spray caught my nose, and I smiled. The students may not want me here, but Shane did. That was enough.

Peregrine beckoned for us from the stairs.

I bit my lip. That was twice he’d surprised me. Already. If he ever wanted to hurt me, I wouldn’t hear him coming.

‘You okay?’ Shane asked.

I nodded.

We followed Peregrine upstairs, then to my old room.

Shane stiffened, and then I saw it.

A skull painted on my door in black paint.

Russell’s threat came back to me, that I’d never get out. Was that why Eugene allowed me to come back to the academy? Were they planning my death?

Peregrine touched the skull. ‘Still tacky.’

‘Can you report it?’ If he didn’t, I would.

He frowned. ‘Of course. I’m not omitting a death threat from my report.’

The sheer confusion in his crooked eyebrows settled my nerves.

Until he opened my door with his braceletted wrist. That meant he could come and go from my room at will, kill me in my sleep.

I eyed him. ‘Do you really need that bracelet?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’d rather you didn’t have it.’

‘It’s completely unnecessary,’ Shane growled.

Peregrine shrugged.

‘Tell Julian,’ Shane muttered. ‘He needs to talk to him anyway.’

I nodded. I’d call him first thing. My guard needed a lesson in where his boundaries started and stopped.

Peregrine swept the room, checking inside the wardrobes and under each bed.

‘Do you think someone’s in here?’

He’d already shown he wasn’t planning on protecting me, so he must be searching for a conspirator or something. But as far as I knew, I had the room to myself. Kaylee had requested a room change. And after her cutting testimony, I was glad.

Peregrine pulled me into the room.

I shuddered. Unknown people touching me still freaked me out.

Shane yanked his hands off me, his eyes shooting fire. ‘You do not get to manhandle her.’

Peregrine put his hands up, feigning innocence, but my wrist still throbbed from his grip. I rubbed it behind my back. If Shane saw it hurt, he’d see red. 

I looked around my room as a distraction. Someone had already dumped my stuff at the foot of my bed. I eyed the spare.

‘Where are you going now, Peregrine?’

‘Home. To bed.’

‘You’re not leaving Bee alone after a death threat!’ Shane snapped.

I bit my lip. Whether they were guarding me or the other students, that was irresponsible.

Peregrine sighed. ‘You won’t be alone. You have a night guard. I can’t watch you twenty-four seven.’

I blinked, my heartbeat still on overdrive. Right. I was being an idiot.

Shane only allowed him a tight nod. He wasn’t about to apologise. He had my corner with every breath and word. I shook my head, smiling. I’d never had someone so supportive behind me.

Peregrine stepped outside, taking his phone out his pocket. ‘Inzi? Yeah, we’re here. Some graffiti by the entrance and on her door. I’ll put it in my report. The room is clear. I don’t think anyone got in.’

Shane checked my wrist until he was satisfied Peregrine had done it no harm. Then he met my eyes, and the concern there slammed into me like a crashing wave. 

‘Are you going to be okay tonight? I can stay, if you want?’

He eyed Peregrine’s back, then turned back to me. The meaning was clear: I’d have a bodyguard, all night long.

I bit my tongue. I should say no. If I let him stay tonight, I’d never want him to leave. The school wouldn’t let me get away with that kind of privilege. But it’d been so long since I’d touched him, since we had time completely to ourselves. No watchers, no judgement. The world already felt like it was falling away from us.

So I laced my hands through his and nodded.

He drew in a deep breath, and all the tension left him. He kissed my forehead, sending tingles to my toes. 

‘Thank you,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll get my things and come right back.’

When he’d slipped out, I put the door on the latch to listen in to the rest of Peregrine’s conversation, but he’d already hung up, so I shut the door properly and looked through my phone.

Finn and Rhea were wondering why I’d gone radio silent with all the studying. And I had one message from an unknown number.

Bracing for insults, I opened it. ‘Call me – Shauna.’

She’d only sent the message an hour ago. The WMCF had put the phone on silent, so I must’ve missed it. I could wait until morning to call, but if she’d texted so late, she wouldn’t mind if I rang now. And I had to ken how much she’d influenced my sentence if I was going to win a retrial.

I saved her number to my contacts and hit the call button. If I was quick, I’d get this done before Shane got back.

Shauna answered a few seconds later. ‘About time.’

‘Sorry. I didn’t see the message.’

She huffed. ‘Don’t think getting out of jail means our deal is off.’

I licked my dry lips. ‘So you did influence the coven?’

‘We had to. You’re our only source of information on Avery. We need to find her.’

‘But you thought I was lying.’

‘Ivy did. Still does. She doesn’t know I’m talking to you.’

‘I’m… thank you.’

A short pause. ‘Keep searching for her, Bianca. I want her home.’

She didn’t need to ask. I owed her my life. ‘Of course I will.’

‘Good, because your retrial depends on it.’

She hung up.

I stared at the phone for a minute. I would’ve worried Shauna had painted the skull, but what she’d said was more fact than threat. A retrial was another chance to prove myself, to remove the murderer label. If I proved my spirit powers by finding Avery, the WMCF might finally open their damned eyes and investigate my concerns about Russell McKee. From there we could unravel the corruption and lock up the sick people who protected him.

‘Shane’s back!’ Peregrine called.

I shook my plans aside and let him in. His dark-blue pyjama bottoms were cute, and his hoodie looked comfy, but more than appearances, I was happy to have him at my side tonight. With Shane, everything felt normal.

He tugged on my coat. ‘Still not changed?’ His eyes smouldered.

‘No, I caught up with Finn and Rhea,’ I lied.

He stroked my neck. ‘How did that go?’

I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. ‘Fine.’

He searched my face, kissing my nose, my cheeks, the corner of my lips.

‘How are you?’ I asked. ‘Finally seeing me, free from bars?’

He licked his lips and stepped back, the sudden chill pimpling my skin. ‘Am I going too fast? Would you rather we wait? Talk things through?’

I tilted my head. He was shifting his feet, nervous. 

‘No, I’m fine. What about you? Did you want to talk about your dad? Or about how things have been without me? About Cameron, or your family?’

‘No. Not tonight.’

I fell into his half-lidded eyes, tempted by all the things they promised. How he’d support me through anything, fight my corner, and… other things. His hand swept over my arm, tickling my soft underarm, and I leaned into him. We’d keep our secrets. For now. We had more important things to navigate tonight.




* * *




I woke to sharp rapping.

For a moment, in the darkness of my room, I thought I was back in the cells, that my release had been a dream.

But no, the mattress was thicker than foam, my pillow smelt like Shane, and there was a solid door and wall between me and whoever was trying to gain my attention.

‘Bee, it’s Shane. Are you ready for class?’

Wait, why was he on the other side of the door? I checked my phone and cursed. I was way behind schedule. I must’ve slept right through him getting out of bed and dressed.

‘Give me a minute!’

I put on jeans, a top, and my Animalis jacket. Though I ran my finger over the badge.

Was it better to change it or leave it? Changing it brought more attention. But then, I’d bring enough attention all on my own. I sighed, grabbed my bag, and opened the door.

Shane smiled, and my stomach dropped, my cheeks heating with how he’d held me last night, like I was the most precious person in the world.

I leaned in and kissed his cheek, his rough stubble making me smile.

Then I frowned. A woman rested on the wall beside him, rocking turquoise curls. She watched the other students swarm to breakfast or class while eating a fist-sized cupcake that was more icing than sponge.

‘Hi…?’

‘Inziya. Inzi, if you like. Your night guard.’

Her arms were decorated with colourful tattoos, and she was loaded with weapons from the knife sheaths at her waist to a wooden staff propped against the wall. 

Maybe it was seeing all that sugar before breakfast, but I immediately liked her. She didn’t make my hair rise on end like Peregrine did.

‘Got any cupcakes for me?’

‘No.’

Shane handed me a bundle of napkins. ‘Inzi thought you’d do better skipping the food hall. I brought you toast with chocolate spread. Is that okay?’

My heart melted. He’d left to get breakfast for me? Too cute.

He handed me two slices he’d stuck together, topping side in, wrapped in napkins.

I pulled them apart and bit into one, savouring the chocolate. I didn’t think I’d taste anything for the next few months without my taste buds tingling and fizzing with happiness.

‘Perfect. Thank you,’ I said between bites. I smiled. He was really getting into feeding me, like he was playing house.

Inzi pushed off the wall and nodded to Peregrine, who was coming around the corner.

They spoke for a minute, then he clicked his fingers. Time to get my schedule.

Shane walked with me to Mel’s office, Peregrine slightly behind.

I swallowed hard around the last bite of toast and packed the second slice in my bag. I was still hankering for a cupcake… but Inzi disappeared the moment I took my eyes off her.

We got to Mel’s office thirty minutes before the first class was due to start.

Peregrine rapped on the door.

Mel’s gaze jumped from Peregrine to Shane. Then me.

She flinched.

‘Bianca. You’re here for your schedule?’

She rummaged through papers until she found it in her inbox. She held the paper out, towards Peregrine rather than me.

He ignored it and turned sideways to watch the door and the room. I’d have taken it, but she was watching me like I was a wild cat. So I looked to Shane.

He passed it to me.

My classes were all new.

‘I’m not retaking the first term?’

‘Your teachers opted to set you extra tests this term instead.’

Fantastic. They’re sure to be harder than the ones everyone else got. And I bet they’re only letting me go into the second term because they don’t want me here any longer than necessary.

Probably.

Oh, come on, Lyall. I need an outlet. Let me rant.

I am letting you rant.

But you’re not ranting with me.

He left my shoulder and landed on Shane’s instead. The arse.

‘When can I expect these tests?’

‘Your teachers will email you.’

Email. Nice. Teachers here were old-fashioned and usually wanted in-person meetings, so if I could avoid face-to-face time, all the better.

‘Anything else I need to know?’

Mel glanced at my minder and shook her head. ‘I think Perry has you covered.’ She smiled then, watching him through her lashes. ‘It’s nice to see you again.’

Was that a rose tint to her cheeks? Peregrine had to be at least five years older than her, if not ten. And sleeping with him would be like sleeping with a porcupine. But hey, maybe he was her childhood hero.

‘Okay, well, I’ll get to class.’

Peregrine stepped back against the doorframe to let us out. ‘Bye, Mel.’ He threw a wave over his shoulder.

We made it to my first class without much incident. A few stares and some people who Peregrine warned off, but that was it.

Applications of Elemental Magic was where I got the full feel for what the rest of my stay at the academy would be like.

As soon as I walked in, the other students stared.

A clammy heat gathered at the base of my neck and spread. I got it. I went to court. I stole DNA samples. And I was a Wildes. What did I say to that?

I ducked my head and hustled to an empty seat near the back.

Shane sat on my right, and Peregrine stood behind me by the wall, his eyes a heavy weight on the back of my skull.

I hunched over my notebook. I was never getting the life I had here back.

Our teacher strode in. Tall and slim with silver hair, he looked down his hooked nose at us and reserved a sneer for me.

‘As this is Ms Nash’s first lesson back at the academy, please rest assured she will be carefully watched by Officer Peregrine, who is skilled in countless varieties of battle magic and hand-to-hand fighting. If she should try anything, she will be swiftly dealt with.’ He smiled. ‘Now, open your textbooks to chapter six, where we’ll continue to explore the applications of spirit magic and how it can be used for good… or bad.’

Shit. He was one of those teachers. And I was going to be the centre of this term’s module. Or at least the spirit component of it. He might choose new victims for the other elements.

I buried my nose in my textbook. I’d survive. And I’d prove them wrong. Eventually.








  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




After classes and dinner, I dawdled to my room, but Peregrine wasn’t having it. He kept nudging until eventually he kicked my shoe.

‘Hurry up! Inziya is waiting, and I have evening plans.’

‘Are you meeting Mel?’

He snorted. ‘Night shift starts at seven, and I’m not doing overtime tonight. Move it.’

Got it. I was his charge, not his friend. Still, twelve-hour shifts were brutal. Especially if this lasted the full three years. They’d have to relive their degrees along with me.

I walked a wee bit faster. ‘I’m sorry you’re stuck with me.’

‘Are you?’

Ugh, his walls were thicker than mine. Did he really think I wanted constant companions? They weren’t even here to help me.

But we couldn’t spend all day in silence. Well, I couldn’t. I’d lived that for too long. And I needed to ken more about my guards. And where their loyalties lay.

‘It can’t be your favourite assignment. This has to be way below your skill set.’

Dealing with baby witches would be child’s play compared to whatever slit his throat open.

‘I have my orders.’

Inziya stood in front of my room, arms crossed and weight balanced like a bouncer, and yet her warmth bled through, drawing me in.

She had more piercings today, including a septum nose ring. But I was still blown away by her belt. It had so many tools it was a wonder her trousers didn’t fall to the floor. Tonight she wore the same black, loose clothing that Peregrine did.

And that Justin had, when I’d first met him. My heart panged. I’d hated him then. All I’d wanted was to escape, but he was the best of all of them.

‘Anything to report?’ Inzi asked.

‘Nothing serious since our arrival,’ Peregrine said.

She nodded. ‘Then you’re officially off duty. Get out of here.’ She smacked his arm and turned her back on his scowl.

He didn’t linger. His evening plans must be good.

Inzi’s, however… that stretch of bare floor wasn’t comfy. ‘You don’t want a chair or a cushion? Maybe a blanket?’

‘No. They’d slow me down. Scream or yell, and I’ll be there in two breaths. Okay?’ She smiled.

I frowned. ‘You’d run in if I was under attack?’

‘Of course. I’m here to guard academy students. I’d say that includes you.’

The knotted bindings around my lungs eased, and I drew in a full breath.

‘Thank you. Though, I better not have any more nightmares.’

However nice she seemed now, I didn’t want her descending on me, blade out and adrenaline high.

She laughed. ‘That’s one way to order a wakeup call.’

‘Well, goodnight.’

‘Night.’

I closed the door on her, feeling stupid for doing so. It wasn’t often you closed the door on someone’s face, knowing they’d be standing guard all night.

I shook my head, changed, and got in bed. I had time to get to know my guards. Time Avery and her family gave me.

Covers over my lap, I closed my eyes and slipped into my meditative state.

I cast my net out to find the flame I’d found so many times, and stumbled.

Avery wasn’t where she usually was.

Of course, distance and place weren’t too accurate, or I could have found her in the real world, but the general area in my mind’s eye was missing her flame. I opened my net and searched more closely, then farther out. And I still didn’t see her.

I strained, pushed more and more energy into the process until I fell back onto the bed, my head spinning.

I must have put too much effort into pushing the boundaries. Maybe because I was back in Cesvaine, away from the jail, she was out of my natural reach. But it didn’t sit right.

Lyall, how far can I See when I’m looking for Avery?

I don’t know. It depends upon the witch, how strong their spirit ability is, and their natural connection to aether.

Can you help me search farther?

I can try.

Good. You ready?

Yes.

I took deep breaths, gathered my energy, and slipped back into my meditative state.

This time, when I pushed the net out, it threw more easily. Lyall was adding a lot of juice.

I pushed further, and further. Finally, when I felt woozy, I saw a flame. A moving flame. I zeroed in on it and caught a brief glimpse of Avery, running through a forest barefoot with the howl of dogs in the distance. Then she threw me out.

Why the hell did she throw me out?

Could she have escaped?

Maybe the midwife helped her, or the birth gave her the opportunity to run? I bit my lip.

I need to call Shauna.




* * *




I peered out my bedroom door at one in the morning.

Inziya gave me side eye. ‘Going somewhere?’

If I said to the bathroom, she was sure to follow me. ‘I’m meeting someone.’

She tensed, her hand dropping to her dagger, then slipped inside my room and shut the door.

‘Where, and why?’ she snapped, searching my face.

I flinched. In a moment, she’d gone from easy-going guard to a predator.

My skin prickled with unease. Her laidback vibe was a lie. But why did she want to get close to me? I eyed the dagger but didn’t get a pull on my gut, so she wasn’t an immediate danger.

‘Not far. The front drive.’

‘Who are you meeting?’

‘Shauna Martin.’ I swallowed, the air stuffy.

‘Is Shauna a friend?’

I gritted my teeth. Like Peregrine, she’d stepped over the line. They were here to protect the other students from me, not the other way around. What I thought about someone was irrelevant.

But one step to the door, and she blocked my path, her hand locked around my wrist. Her fierce gaze held me as much as her hand.

Her entire body was tense, almost vibrating. Her fingers were white around the hilt of her dagger.

Sweat trailed down my neck and snuck under my top. I licked my lips, aching to run, but that’s the last thing to do with someone on the edge of violence.

‘Inzi, please, I’m not a threat.’

Slowly, she loosed her hold on my wrist but she didn’t back away. Or remove her hand from her blade. ‘Is she a friend?’

I glanced at the door. She was too fast for me to make it. I bit my lip, not sure which answer would get the better response. I had to get this right. Avery needed me.

‘She’s an ally.’

The silence drew out. I shifted my feet. Why did she care so much what Shauna was to me? What could we possibly do to upset the academy on the deserted driveway?

My phone vibrated in my pocket.

Inziya straightened and dropped her death grip on her blade. ‘Why meet her so late at night?’

I heaved in a breath, but my lungs were heavy. ‘I’m helping her find someone.’

Her lips twitched. ‘And what did you learn this late that was so useful?’

I rubbed my face. What to tell her? She knew I could have visions, but the WMCF was full of corrupt officers, people who could be bribed or blackmailed into doing exactly what Russell wanted.

And at the same time, Shauna would be waiting for me, for answers. We didn’t have time to wait.

‘It was a vision, wasn’t it?’ Inzi asked, her tone sure.

A chill swept over my shoulders. She was far too perceptive.

‘Please don’t say anything.’ It came out before I thought better of it.

Inzi’s brows lowered, and her gaze strayed to the window. Her soft sigh was a weary whisper.

‘I wasn’t forced into this job, like Perry. I volunteered.’

Heat rushed through me. Whose side was she on? A question might break the spell, but I had to ask. ‘Why?’

Eyes narrowing, she faced me. ‘Because I know you were framed. You’re not the only one who wants to bleach the crud out of the WMCF.’

My head spun. ‘You knew?’ I tried and failed to keep the whine out of my voice. That’s why she said she’d protect me. She knew I was innocent. ‘Why didn’t you come to us, offer to testify?’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Because I don’t want to wind up dead. I’ll help you if I can but I’m not risking my own neck. Understood?’

‘I… yes. Understood.’

She nodded stiffly and gestured for me to lead the way.

I shook my head. No wonder I’d felt so at ease around her. She wasn’t playing me. And my spirit nudges hadn’t malfunctioned. She actually wanted to help.

We walked in an awkward silence.

The halls were empty, only a few noises coming through bedroom doors.

In the foyer, my footsteps echoed, but Inzi barely made a sound.

‘How are you so quiet?’ Her and Peregrine were like panthers on the hunt.

‘It’s a talent.’

Pure sarcasm. So either she thought I was an elephant, or the quiet steps came from hours and hours of practice and the right shoes.

I shrugged it off and pushed open the oversized wooden door that opened onto the school drive.

A large black car was running by the front steps, headlights off. Shauna got out of the passenger side.

So who was driving? I squinted. Could be Ivy. Shivers prickled my skin. She’d grill me on Avery’s every cut, bruise, and hair.

Shauna glanced at Inzi, then crossed her arms. ‘You said she’s on the run, but you have to know more than that!’

I would’ve told her all I knew if she didn’t say she was on her way, demand I keep ‘calling’ Avery, then hang up.

‘I only connected for a moment. She was in the woods, running barefoot. I think she escaped.’

Shauna paced in front of me. ‘Is she okay?’

Acid raked my throat. I swallowed hard, the sound of panting dogs tickling my ear.

‘She gave birth a week ago at most. She wasn’t dressed for the outdoors. And dogs were chasing her.’

Shauna cursed spectacularly and then held her hand out.

I stared at it.

‘Touch it, you idiot.’

Right. My heart thundered in my ears. She wanted to see if I’d get a vision. That explained the mad dash over here in the middle of the night.

I touched her, but nothing came to me. I dropped her hand and shook my head. Sweet relief flushed my cheeks. I wasn’t ready for another dark vision.

‘Sorry.’

She wrenched open the driver’s-side door and grabbed Ivy’s hand. ‘Try her. She worked last time.’

Ivy was glaring, a funny expression with her fluffy pink pyjamas, but she didn’t object.

I sucked in a deep breath. This one was more likely to work. 

I touched my hand to hers. 

The cold metal of Avery’s ring pushed against my fingers.

I wondered where she might be, how we could find her and help her. But I got a whole lot of nothing. I shook my head.

‘Did you connect to her again?’ Shauna asked.

‘I’ve tried. I think she’s too busy running to maintain the connection for long. Any slip in concentration at the wrong moment…’

Shauna nodded and shoved her hands in her pockets. ‘Ivy, shut off the engine.’ She turned back to me. ‘You are going to try to connect to her once every fifteen minutes. As soon as she gets somewhere safe, she’ll let you in and she’ll tell you where to find her. We need to know where she is the moment she tells you.’

‘So you want to wait in the academy?’

‘Not your room,’ Inziya said.

Shauna inclined her head. ‘Then wherever is convenient.’

I rubbed the already pounding ache in my temples. The library it was.




* * *




It was around five in the morning, and the library lights were eating into my eyes.

Each thought stomped through my bruised mind. I sipped water, willing it to soothe my throbbing head. No luck.

The wingback chairs were so comfy. All I’d have to do was turn my head, draw in my knees, and I could repair the damage I’d done flinging myself against Avery’s walls.

But I bit my lip until the extra pain woke me enough to try again, and slipped into the meditative state.

But this time, I couldn’t find Avery’s light.

I sent the cast out farther. She might have hitchhiked or found a bus or some other way to move more quickly through the landscape in my mind’s eye.

But even with Lyall’s help, pushing the boundaries as far as we could, I couldn’t find her.

‘You were gone longer that time.’ Shauna said, leaning closer.

The matching smiles on her and Ivy took the air out of me. They didn’t deserve this news.

‘We have a problem.’

Shauna frowned. ‘I thought you got through.’

‘I couldn’t find her.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She’s not there to connect to. I assume she’s out of range.’

‘Look harder. You’ve found her every fifteen minutes. She can’t have gone too far.’

‘Maybe she got a lift, I don’t know, but I can’t see her. I’m sorry.’

‘Typical,’ Ivy muttered, her hands raking through her hair.

‘I’m sorry. I’ll keep trying.’

But the missing thread between me and Avery in my gut, tugging me forward, felt cut. I focused on its ragged end, wishing I knew whether this was final.

Bee…

Don’t. I wasn’t ready to hear it.








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  




After many more failed attempts to reach Avery, I woke to a crick in my neck from the library chair, and hot sun on my cheeks. Lazing in the day’s blanket was tempting, but it was too quiet.

I opened my eyes.

Ivy and Shauna were missing.

I gripped the arms of my chair. I didn’t even have Inziya. A shudder ran down my spine. I jumped to my feet and looked for them.

Nothing.

Did something happen?

Finally! You’re awake. Lyall hopped into my lap.

What happened?

I didn’t think Shauna and Ivy would leave unless Inzi made them. They were so certain I’d find Avery.

Where did everyone go?

Inziya got a call. Shauna overheard most of it. She made her own call, then made a beeline for the door. It’s not good news.

I swallowed hard.

Back in a sec.

I slid into my meditative state but came back into the chair quickly.

Avery still wasn’t out there, no matter how much I raked over the ground I’d already covered. And if she wasn’t out of range… That cut rope dangled in my mind’s eye.

I’m sorry, but Ivy was battling tears when they tore out of here. Avery’s dead.

My head spun. I grabbed my phone from my pocket and dialled Shauna’s number. It went straight to voice mail.

‘Shauna. I’m so sorry. What happened? Let me know if I can help.’

I bit my lip and locked my phone, pacing in front of my chair.

I should have done more. If I’d known more about my ability, if I’d asked the right questions, she might still be alive.

Where’s Inziya?

If the other two had left of their own accord, she should be here, giving me the rundown.

She tried to wake you, but you were out cold, so she snuck into the librarians’ break room. She thought coffee might wake you.

Coffee would be perfect. My brain was fuzzy, chugging along on maybe two hours of sleep. Too foggy to work out what happened to Avery. My heart pinched. She deserved my best.

A whiff of roasted caramel tickled my nose, and it was getting stronger. I followed it to the checkout counter.

Inziya was chatting with the librarian.

The bampot was eyeing her curves. Maybe he thought looking for a wife in books was stupid, but he could ogle pages a lot longer than a highly trained witch.

From the speed she tapped her coffee mug, Inzi was about to poke his eyes out.

‘Is that mine?’ I pointed to the extra mug at her elbow.

She handed it to me.

I took the cup and inhaled. My mouth watered. The sweet sugar was exactly what I needed. I sipped, ignoring the slight burn.

‘Lyall told me what happened.’ I glanced at the librarian. He hadn’t gotten the hint yet. ‘Did the Delvauxs say anything?’

Inziya nodded to the doors. ‘I’m sorry, Will. I need to get Bianca to her day guard.’

She pushed through the main doors and walked towards my dorm room.

‘Shouldn’t we talk before you take me to him?’

She spoke out the side of her mouth. ‘Everything has to go as normal today. The body was found on school grounds.’

The caramel frothed my stomach, like it might come back up.

‘How is that possible?’

The WMCF had added and updated all kinds of protective magic to the academy before I’d returned.

‘It’s Avery?’

‘The woman recently gave birth and had cuts all over her feet. Black hair, green eyes. It fits.’

‘Why didn’t Shauna or Ivy wake me?’

She eyed me, and I understood. They’d been too swept up in the news.

I rubbed my throat. My stomach still hadn’t settled. ‘I need to see her.’

After all I’d gone through with Avery, I had to see how it ended.

‘That’s a really bad idea.’

I’d be a suspect, and being there would make them look at me more strongly, but…

‘How about later today? Or maybe someone can listen in, find out what happened?’ I gave her my best pleading eyes.

She clenched her jaw. ‘I’m not helping on this one. You’re little good to us back in jail.’

Peregrine waited by my room, arms crossed with his best glare. ‘You’re late. Today’s not the time to break the schedule, Inzi.’

‘Sorry. She fell asleep studying,’ Inzi said, pushing me towards him.

Perry grunted. ‘Keller wants to see you, then you can clock off. Security are cracking down again.’

‘Okay. I’ll go now.’ Inzi waved. ‘Be good.’ And she disappeared.

I didn’t have the energy to work out how. I gulped down the rest of my coffee, praying it’d kick in soon.

Though Perry would never let me see Avery’s body, or tell me what happened. So maybe… I eyed my door, my eyes already slipping shut. Sleep was the best way to fix my addled brain.

Peregrine edged in front of me. ‘Up most the night or not, you have class.’

‘But.’

‘No buts. My job is to get you there and keep you safe. Slacking off under a compulsory guard does not look good. For me, or you. Especially with what was discovered this morning.’

I raised an eyebrow. Keeping me safe was new. Maybe he was more protective now there was a body on campus, and he knew I didn’t kill them?

‘Fine. But I need my bag.’

He stepped aside. ‘Be quick.’

I tried not to gaze longingly at my bed. But something out the window caught my eye. A group of people had crowded around the tree line. It couldn’t be… It was.

Whoever killed Avery had left her within easy view of my window.

Shauna and Ivy were talking to the man in charge, marked by a shirt and slacks rather than the usual all black or the techs’ white coveralls. Shauna spoke animatedly, but Ivy was mostly sniffing and wiping her eyes.

I squinted, trying to work out exactly where the body was, but large barriers and a white gazebo-like structure covered the tree line.

My throat tightened. Her light hadn’t been close enough for her to die here. I would’ve been tugged straight to her. 

‘Bianca!’

I grabbed my bag and swung open the door. ‘Happy?’

‘Very.’

He followed me to my Air Magic Specialties class. The teacher barely flicked her eyes at me, but I felt the other students’ stares like knives.

A wave drew me to the back of the room. Shane saved a desk for me.

I sat beside him, blowing out my breath.

He nodded. ‘Some morning. Where were you? I went to your room.’

‘Right, sorry. I was up all night, looking for her.’

‘With our friends?’

‘Aye.’

He reached across the aisle and stroked my arm. ‘It’s not your fault.’

I shook my head. I could’ve done more.

‘Welcome to my class. I’m Liv Cooper.’ Our teacher tapped the wall. ‘No, I don’t have notes. This class will be almost purely practical in form and assessment, so I hope you’re ready for sparring lessons.’

My heart jumped, but Shane nodded at my quick glance, letting me ken he’d spar with me, keep me safe.

A sharp knock interrupted our teacher’s next instruction, and a man in bulky black WMCF gear barged in.

‘I’m looking for Bianca Nash.’ His eyes swept the room and settled on me. ‘You’re needed. Come.’

A stone slid into my belly.

Shane pushed back his chair and made to stand, but he couldn’t argue a summons.

I held his eyes. ‘Check in with you later.’

I’d feel safer with him by my side but I wasn’t going to admit that to the WMCF.

The officer led me and Peregrine out the front of the school, then around to the tree line.

He marched across the grass, right for the man the Delvauxs had spoken to earlier.

I swallowed hard. What had they told him? I’d promised to help them, and now Avery was dead on the academy grounds. They had more reason than most to bear a grudge.

He clicked his fingers and waved us over. I squinted to read his name badge: Keller.

‘Where has she been for the last twenty-four hours?’ he asked.

‘Under constant observation from myself or Inziya, sir.’

Keller’s lips thinned. ‘I see.’

This must be Peregrine’s boss.

I searched the bustling officers and techs for Shauna or Ivy, but they’d already left. And they still hadn’t called or messaged. Inzi had disappeared, too, but she was good at that.

‘Are the techs done?’ Keller’s voice boomed over his crew.

A voice carried from behind the barriers. ‘All photographed, sir. We’ll need the body in the lab for full testing.’

‘Good.’ He turned to the man who’d brought us. ‘Send in the trackers.’

‘They didn’t get anything earlier, sir. They’re unlikely to–’

‘Did I ask for an opinion?’

He scurried into the crowd and ushered three older witches, two with Animalis familiars, behind the barrier.

‘And you…’ Keller shook his head. ‘Have her look at the body.’

‘What?’

He’d already turned away, to order someone else around.

‘This way,’ our escort said, not meeting my eyes.

My insides seemed to crawl up my throat, but I had wanted to see her. Maybe this would help me put her to rest? I bit my lip and followed him around the barrier.

Acid bubbled through my veins.

Avery had been carefully arranged for maximum impact, curled in the foetal position, arms covering her face.

Bites and slashes tore her skin, and her throat was ripped out, the jagged edges clear around her arms.

Her feet were shredded, some scratches penetrating deep into the flesh. And her stomach was swollen with the extra water weight from the birth.

The lack of blood felt wrong, like she was a mannequin rather than a person.

I put my hand to my mouth and walked around the body, skirting the forensic markers.

My morning coffee almost came back up. It was awful to finally see her, to be so close. This was the woman I was trying to help in the flesh, and this was proof I’d failed her. Spectacularly.

‘Anything yet?’ the lead officer called.

Our escort narrowed his eyes. ‘She’s a bit green.’

‘Not her, you idiot.’

‘Right,’ he muttered, turning to the trackers hovering over Avery.

I followed his gaze.

The crouched trackers had closed their eyes, their familiars beside them. One frowned hard. Another’s nose twitched in wee, repetitive sniffs.

The frowner looked much like I imagined I did when I sent out my net for Avery.

Is this something I can do?

Not yet. Tracking is an advanced air skill. And this isn’t a basic case. She was moved here, and moving a body isn’t easy. They’re heavy, so they probably used a car, and that speed dilutes the trail.

I tried not to think about Avery, slung in the back of a car like a suitcase, and shook my head quickly to free the thought. I was done here.

‘Can I go now?’

My escort raised an eyebrow. ‘Sir, can Ms Wildes leave?’

‘It’s Nash.’

He side-eyed me.

‘Let her out!’ Keller said.

My escort went straight to Keller for a quick, muttered conversation. Likely about the real reason they wanted me to see Avery’s body.

I hurried inside, before they changed their mind and asked questions while I was reeling. Seeing her hadn’t put her to rest. It’d helped her set up residence when I closed my eyes.








  
  
  Chapter 12

  
  




I touched the cold library window as the techs packed up for probably the last time, their white coveralls almost glowing in the moonlight.

Avery’s body was removed quickly, but the rest of their work took days, and rumour was they hadn’t come close to finding out where she was killed or held.

‘Stop staring,’ Shane said.

‘Like you weren’t looking.’

Shane’s lips pinched. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’

His voice was raspy, desperate for me to hear him, but bitter guilt still swirled through me, like it had when he’d made me birthday cake two days ago. 

I couldn’t brush Avery’s death away. I was too involved. But we’d focused enough on me lately.

‘How are your family? Are you talking more?’

His hand twitched. ‘They’re fine.’

Inziya unzipped her bag and popped the seal on a box of cupcakes. ‘Help yourselves. I’ll go get coffee.’

I took a cupcake with a huge dollop of pink icing.

‘Don’t let her get dead!’ Inziya called over her shoulder.

Not exactly subtle at making herself scarce, but I’d take it.

I swallowed a mouthful of icing. ‘Do you regret siding with me for the trial?’

His eyebrows shot up. ‘No. Of course not! Why would you even ask that?’

I shrugged. ‘You don’t talk about your family anymore.’

I bit my lip, worry cutting my breath short. He had to be hurting more than he let slip. Letting my mother go… I swallowed past the lump in my throat, blinking back hot tears. He shouldn’t lose his family for me. I clenched my hands. I wasn’t going to let him.

He rubbed his neck. ‘There’s nothing to report. They’re still… as they were.’

‘And that’s not getting to you?’

I’d hoped things would be better after the trial. But maybe he needed to reach out.

‘I know I said not to ask your dad about the women, but maybe you could put the trial behind you, focus on other things?’

Shane grabbed my hands and squeezed. ‘It’s more than that.’ His jaw clenched. ‘Dad can’t decide how I live my life and who I spend my time with.’

My skin warmed. ‘So it’s still about me?’ Not guilty, and his dad still wanted me out of Shane’s life.

Shane winced. ‘He’ll come around.’

I put the cupcake down, suddenly not so hungry.

He leaned in. The brown in his eyes turned molten, the green flecks glinting like they were lit with fire.

‘You’re trouble, from the start.’ He smiled, his voice a low purr that stroked my skin and sent sweet shivers down my neck. ‘But you accept me for who I am. Animalis, Cognata, old family, whatever. It’s bullshit to you.’ He licked his lips. ‘You don’t always pick the best battles but you’ve shown me when to take a stand. You’re innocent, and Dad needs to start treating you like my girlfriend rather than a threat.’

He squeezed my hands again, then let go.

I cleared my throat, my mind scrambled.

‘Tell me about Avery,’ Shane said, straightening. ‘I know you’ve not been sleeping well since seeing her body.’

I rubbed my hand over my face. ‘How would you… Inziya?’

He nodded.

Yeah, she’d not been kidding about being able to arrive in two breaths. She appeared and disappeared like smoke. And she had frequent false alarms with all my nightmares.

I glared at the cupcake box. No wonder she shared her stash. I took another bite out of the icing and sloshed it around my mouth, squishing the sugar until I could savour the tart strawberry flavour.

Shane waited for me to swallow. ‘So?’

I sucked icing off my finger. How did I explain seeing a badly mauled body? How was I supposed to react to that? I had no idea.

‘She wasn’t in a good state.’

‘There’s more to it.’

I sighed. ‘I felt more connected to her than the other women. We shared something. More than traces of blood. I felt like I knew her.’ I shook my head. ‘Sounds mad.’

Inziya tiptoed towards us, holding the coffees in front of her face like a shield. ‘Coffee?’

Shane and I eyed each other, and I got the distinct impression neither one of us wanted to delve any deeper into our problems.

‘You’re safe,’ he said.

She slid us each a mug. ‘The boss called. He wants to see you, Bee.’

‘At this time?’ I stared at my steaming coffee. Would I even get to drink this? Stuff it. I was going to drink it. He could wait.

I blew on the steaming-hot liquid. ‘Is this a request or an order?’

Inziya shrugged. ‘Both? Yeah, I’ll go with both.’ She sipped her coffee as if it wasn’t hot at all.




* * *




I smirked, thinking about Shane forging my homework – got to love a boyfriend ready to cheat for you.

‘What you thinking about?’ Inziya asked, turning onto a new road.

‘Nothing important.’

‘Ah. Young love.’ She snickered. ‘Nothing like it.’

Shane had been there for me the moment I needed him, even before I knew I needed him. Through the hearing, the trial, and coming back to the academy. Being with him felt like I was home. Losing him tore at my lungs. I cared for him, definitely. But love was a big word. Was that what I felt?

Ivy was entwined through Avery’s thoughts. Avery often thought of her, hurt for her, wanted more for her. That steady concern and support lay beneath the physical attraction.

I felt the same for Shane, but he’d been more distant lately, worried about his dad. And I’d not wanted to burden him with my problems. But was that why I was reluctant to put the ‘love’ label on our relationship, or was it something else?

The car bumped, lifting me out my seat. My chest pushed on the seatbelt. Inzi had swerved onto a gravel side road with absolutely no light.

I held on to the oh-shit bar and hoped we didn’t crash into the trees, but she must ken the route pretty well because she glided straight into a marked bay underneath a flickering amber security light. Only my heart felt like it’d flipped end over end.

‘Why are we meeting Keller here?’ I asked, still breathy.

‘It’s the morgue.’

I rubbed my arms as she locked the car. ‘Does he want to scare me shitless?’ I shook my head. ‘And you couldn’t have warned me first?’

Inziya blinked. ‘Sorry. I forget you’re not used to all this. He wants to show you the body again.’

‘I have a perfect image of Avery in my mind, thanks.’

‘Not as a scare tactic. He wants your help. Though I doubt he’d put it that way.’

‘With what?’ There could only really be one thing that… ‘Oh no. No. Nope. Not happening.’

He thinks I can get a vision from a dead body, doesn’t he?

It’s happened before.

I tugged on the car handle, but it was locked tight.

‘I can’t promise I’ll find anything. There’s no consistency to it. Keller will say I’m refusing to help his investigation. He’ll twist everything!’

‘That’s why I’m here. I’m your witness. And Keller… he’s not that bad.’

‘No offence, but you’re not my lawyer. And I can’t rely on “not that bad”.’

‘Your lawyer won’t want to come out here for this. You’re not under arrest. You’re here as a… consultant. Or expert witness.’

‘Bullshit. I didn’t witness anything.’

‘You know what I mean!’ She marched to the doors.

‘You’re going to leave me out here?’

‘No. You’re coming in. If you won’t help, you can say so in person. I will not be your parrot and your guard.’

She didn’t want to be the middleman? Fine. But I did not want to be in the centre of this investigation. They’d blame me for anything that went wrong. Or claim I was involved.

I grabbed my phone and rang Julian.

‘Bianca? What’s wrong?’

‘My guard took me to a morgue. Her boss wants me to touch Avery’s body, try for a vision.’

A long pause. Then, ‘Why is he reaching out to you?’

‘No idea.’

‘Hmm. Well, helping him might gain you some goodwill for the retrial.’

‘Or they’ll use this to blame me for every hiccough in this case.’

Julian sighed. ‘Text me the address. I’ll drive over.’

‘Thank you.’

I locked my phone and joined Inzi at the doors to the morgue. ‘He’s coming.’

‘Who?’

‘My lawyer.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘You had to be difficult. You know Keller has had the Delvauxs and me hounding him to try out your visions, right?’

I frowned. Shauna and Ivy made sense. They were heartbroken, and they knew my skills worked. I’d proven it when I knew Avery had escaped and ran barefoot. Even what she was wearing. All the details matched her body. But Inzi…

‘I don’t trust the WMCF. You don’t either, not entirely. So why should I help?’

‘Because her body leads to the people behind Justin’s death, and my partner’s.’

I reached for her but let my hand drop. Her face was still, but I caught the glimmer of pain flash through her eyes. No wonder she was so keen to root out corruption.

I sucked in a deep breath. ‘You trust Keller to do this right?’

‘I do.’

My nerves prickled, but my gut was quiet. ‘Then when Julian gets here, I’ll go in. I’ll try.’

‘Thank you.’ She stared into the dark, the wind wafting hair over her face.




* * *




Keller sat beside a pulled-out morgue tray. 

I flinched, my heart pounding. He wasn’t leaving me much choice about seeing Avery again. 

Her face was uncovered, her eyes now closed, but she looked even worse with the warmth frozen out of her.

I swallowed hard.

‘Finally!’ He grabbed my arm and marched me over to Avery, yanking my hand towards her cheek.

‘Please release my client,’ Julian said.

I wrenched out of Keller’s grip and glared at him.

Then I turned to Julian. ‘You’re sure this is a good idea?’ I wanted to help, but… 

Touching a dead body for answers turned my stomach inside out.

‘What’s the problem?’ Keller asked. ‘Ivy and Shauna said you were in touch with Avery. You don’t want to help her now she’s dead? Do you want to feel responsible for the next woman to show up dead? Should they suffer because you’re too chicken to touch a dead body and find the killer?’

I stared at him, waiting for him to crack, but he didn’t.

‘You’ve tried everything else?’

He nodded stiffly. ‘Everything.’

I rubbed my neck. If he’d called me here so late, with no witnesses except my bodyguard, he was serious. And he was out of options.

Julian was a reliable witness. He’d make sure I got out of this unscathed.

So I closed my eyes and imagined Avery alive, like the photo the Delvauxs had shown me, so full of life and beauty.

Each step closer to her body itched my skin, like I was coming out in hives. My ears rang, a huffing noise beneath it all, like panting breaths.

I pushed through, keeping in mind my questions about where she was held, who held her, how we might find her, how and why she’d escaped, and then I reached out and touched her cheek.

Cold, smooth, and clammy… 

My head was thrown into darkness. Wild images flashed at me one after the other.

First a family. Shauna, and Ivy. She was kissing Ivy. They’d got home from their delayed honeymoon. Then I was out, buying coffee. I felt woozy. A stranger helped me outside, towards my car, but swerved into a waiting van. 

I was thrown in the back and could barely keep my eyes open. But I was sure I saw the McKee potion logo.

I woke bruised, with a ringing headache, in a tiny room with only a sliver of light under the door to see by. I ran to the door, but it was locked, with no give. I turned around, seeing if there was anything I could use, but found only a bed and an empty bucket. Not even a toilet or a sink. And my heart stuttered – why was I here? What did they plan for me?

Snippets of time in the cell. Maybe days passing? Then my water was drugged, and I passed out. When I woke, no one was around.

It wasn’t too long after that I was throwing up and I had the sinking realisation that they’d impregnated me. Either artificially or…

Late in my second pregnancy, I finally found hope. I’d found someone I could connect to. They’d search for me.

Labour was as bad as I remembered, but the midwife was kind. Much more so than the old one.

When we were unsupervised, she told me she’d seen babies born from at least three other women. She was tired. They held something over her, but she seemed ready to snap. And I wasn’t above using that. I begged her once the baby was born to let me go. To let us leave.

And one night, they’d taken the baby away for a health check, but the midwife didn’t lock my door. And I ran.

If I could get far enough away, I could call for help. I had to. Too many women and babies were trapped without a chance of getting out if I didn’t.

Within minutes of running over the rough track, I cut into the trees. Twigs and stones tore into my feet, but it’d be harder for them to follow.

My feet seared with pain, but I kept running. For myself, and for the others.

It seemed like I was in the middle of nowhere, but I used the stars to keep going in roughly one direction and hoped I’d come across a town. Or a car.

I’d been running for ten minutes or so when dogs barked and crashed through the woods.

My legs ached, and stitches split my lungs, but I upped my pace.

The witch tried to connect to me. I allowed her a glimpse to show I was busy, then shut her out.

I dodged trees and dashed through brooks and streams, hoping to interrupt the scent the dogs caught, but I was sweaty and filthy. Ripe. And if I didn’t find a way out soon, those dogs would catch me.

So I ran back onto the road for speed and passed two signs and a field. Scratching claws followed me.

I was heaving in breath but I couldn’t outrun them anymore.

I flinched out of the vision as the dogs struck, my hand breaking contact with Avery’s body.

She was a fighter and she’d fought right to the end.

‘So?’ Inzi’s boss asked. ‘Anything useful? Or are you faking it?’

I gritted my teeth. Didnae he ken what this woman had gone through? What I’d had to go through, via her eyes? I drew breath in and out until I felt able to speak without clobbering him. And then I waited another minute to be sure, and to sift through what I’d seen.

‘The van they kidnapped her in had the McKee logo on the side.’ Like she’d told me. ‘And in her escape, she passed two road signs and a field.’

Keller straightened. ‘McKee. You’re sure?’

‘Yes.’

He shook his head. ‘What did the signs say?’

‘The place was so rural… I think maybe they were farms?’ I frowned, trying to get the spelling right. ‘Do you have pen and paper?’

He passed me his notepad.

I wrote and crossed out until the names looked more or less right. Hesitantly, I handed him back his pad.

‘That’s as good as I can remember it.’

He frowned. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to See it again and be sure?’

I backed up to the far wall. I was not going back in there. The memories still clung to me, like they were my own.

‘You’ve had her help,’ Julian said. ‘She’s done enough for one night.’

Keller sighed. ‘I’ll give this to my techs, but if they don’t find anything, I’m bringing you back here.’

‘Please direct future requests to me,’ Julian said, staring at Keller until he nodded.

Then we left.

Inziya drove me back to the school. She tried engaging me about Shane a few times, but I didn’t want to talk.

I kept my gaze firmly rooted on the road. The trees with all their shadows reminded me of Avery and her last hope of escape.

I shuddered and wrapped my arms around myself. Seeing all that… it was like my gift was punishing me.








  
  
  Chapter 13

  
  




Peregrine or, as I preferred to call him, Grim, rapped on my door at seven sharp. ‘Someone here for you!’ he yelled.

It wasn’t Shane. He’d be grabbing my breakfast. And coffee.

‘Who is it?’

If it was Grim’s boss, he could do one. My sheets were stuck to my skin with sweat from those dreams, and I was hitting the shower before I dealt with humanity today.

‘They say you know them. Shauna and Ivy?’

Cursing, I put on a loose dress, then flung the door open.

I tried not to glare, but with my caffeine warning light blinking red, I wasn’t sure I caged the grizzly bear in my head.

Ivy waved hello.

She made a sad figure, shoulders slumped, her eyes red and puffy.

An urgent need to comfort her surged through me.

Damn it. I didn’t want Avery’s feelings along with her trauma.

Shauna glanced at Grim, but he’d moved along the corridor, far enough for us to talk without being overheard. Nice of him. Was he losing his gruff edge?

‘We know you saw Avery again,’ Shauna said.

I shivered. ‘And whose fault is that?’

Ivy crossed her arms, but the gesture didn’t have the steel it normally did.

‘You Saw something. I want to know what,’ she said.

I rubbed my face and pulled sleep from my aching eyes. Avery would want them to ken what happened, but I’d relived it all night.

Shauna touched my arm.

I flinched back. Who knew what visions were on her skin?

‘Ivy hasn’t slept, wondering what you Saw.’

‘I’m surprised you don’t already know.’

They’d begged Keller for help, and he’d listened. So why hadn’t he told them what I Saw? Or did he put that under the label of confidential case information? I gritted my teeth. That’d be my kind of luck.

‘Please,’ Shauna said.

I glanced out the window at the bright morning sun and the spot shadowed by the trees where they’d found Avery.

Clamminess coated me, my bones freezer cold, steaming against my blood. They should ken what I Saw. The WMCF might not see this search through, but the Delvauxs would keep looking. They’d find her justice.

‘I Saw the McKee logo. I Saw Avery run. I Saw her love for Ivy. And I Saw two signs. I think they were farm names. The tracks were tiny, and the place was a wilderness. It wasn’t much, and I’m not sure Keller believes the McKees are involved, but he seemed pleased to have a lead.’ My voice came out tinny, dead, but they had the info they needed.

‘What were the farm names?’

I shut my eyes. ‘Lācīši and Liels Birži. Though I’m sure my pronunciation sucks.’

‘They’re stupidly common. How can they narrow the possibilities with that?’ Shauna asked.

I shrugged.

‘That’s it?’ Ivy tapped her foot. ‘That’s everything? All you Saw?’

A tearing pain bit into my neck. I rubbed it. ‘She wasn’t in a good state. I Saw her get her injuries, the dog leap… Nothing else that’d help you find her.’

‘Thank you,’ Ivy said, her lip trembling.

Shauna nodded and tugged her away. My heart twisted for her, but I stomped on the concern. I couldn’t live Avery’s emotions as well as my own.




* * *




Our teacher was ranting about the dangers of strong spirit witches and how our history was shaped by them.

I leaned back in my chair and blew out my breath. I’d rather be doing something to stop this generation’s problem witches. But Grim insisted. Class like normal. And Inzi backed him.

Shane stroked the back of my hand, his low whisper vibrating through me. ‘What’s wrong?’

He saw me, always. He knew I wasn’t just done with this class.

I watched his finger move over the veins in my hand, sending shivers to pool in my belly like butterflies. He watched my skin rather than my face. That made it easier to spill. 

I filled him in on my trip to the morgue and what I Saw.

Shane’s finger stilled, his brow scrunching. ‘Liels Birži, you’re sure?’

‘As sure as I can be, aye. Why?’

He tapped a pen on his desk. ‘I can’t place it.’ He bit his lip, like the answer was just out of reach.

I itched to smooth his frown with the answer but I’d never had a vision from him, and our childhoods were completely different. Had his uncle or great uncle let slip the name of this place?

‘It’s right there.’ He tapped his head a touch too hard. ‘If I could remember, we could find the women, put an end to your retrial.’ His eyes searched mine, brimming with care and worry. 

He put so much thought into me, but we might also put his suspicions about his dad to rest if we found the right farm. And each second of that look, so focused on me, so guilty, dropped another stone in my gut. I prodded his hand. ‘We’re in this together. This isn’t all on you.’

His smile was weak but still sent tingles along my nerves.

‘There’s that sexy smile.’

He huffed, his sudden scowl way too predictable.

I chuckled. ‘So touchy.’ But I was glad I’d nudged him out of his shame spiral.

‘You’re trouble,’ he grumbled. But his lowered brows soon lightened into a real grin.

I held back another laugh. It turned into a snort, but I covered it with a cough when the teacher looked our way. No need to bring extra attention.

We battled through our classes. I was only called out twice – a minor victory – though we’d had a ton of work dumped on us for the weekend. Me especially, with practice tests for the previous term’s modules.

Shane typed in his phone through dinner, his forehead furrowed. He hardly glanced my way.

The stones in my gut clunked together.

‘Want to go to the library? Make a head start on homework?’ I asked.

Maybe that’d take his mind off that stupid farm name. It wasn’t his job to single-handedly solve every single one of my problems. Shouldering it all would flatten him.

‘Shane?’

He was still typing but finished quickly. ‘Sorry. I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

It wasn’t like he’d hung out with Cameron or his old friends since we got back.

‘Don’t feel like it.’

But he’d averted his eyes. He was trying to act casual, but he was hiding something. And the twist in my gut agreed.

‘Okay. Maybe tomorrow?’

He nodded as we scraped our plates.

I walked with him to the stairs. ‘See you later?’

‘Sure.’

He kissed me, his fingers massaging my neck. I arched into him, the ache from earlier flaring into a pulsing need.

His eyes danced as he broke the kiss. His slow grin sent heat to my belly. Then he turned and climbed the stairs, his round arse so, so, squishable.

I bit back my discontented mewl and pulled in a cool breath. Later. I took one step towards the library, but my gut upended. I had to stay here.

‘Everything okay?’ Peregrine asked.

‘I… yes. We’re going to wait here a bit.’

‘Why?’

‘Wish I could tell you.’

I feel like a numpty standing here.

But I couldn’t break that need and go to the library without serious stomach gripes.

That explains it.

I frowned and was about to ask what when I spotted Shane, head down, a bag slung over his shoulder, stuffed.

Where the hell is he going?

I grabbed Peregrine and drew us against the stairs, out of Shane’s eyeline.

He slipped out of the foyer and over the lake bridge.

Ten minutes later, he came back, wheeling his motorbike.

I waited for him this side of the bridge. ‘And where are you off to?’

Shane’s head jerked up. He flipped open his visor. Hard to tell from what little of his face I saw, but he seemed sheepish. Mira pawed the ground with complete focus. Not suspicious at all.

‘Going out for a bit,’ he said.

‘With a stuffed full bag.’

I sighed. Honesty was the best policy, right?

‘My gut pulled me out here. Should I know where you’re going?’

His hands tightened around the handlebars. ‘I’m going home.’

I blinked, the memory of his trembling lip and slumped shoulders flashing through my mind.

He hadn’t visited his family since I got out of jail, and hadn’t talked about them much either.

‘To see your brother?’

I could get behind that. Blowing off some steam and having fun for a weekend.

‘No, my dad.’

Relief burst inside me, and a smile stretched over my face. He was finally taking my advice to patch things over?

‘Did you make up?’

‘I need to ask him something.’

My gut flip-flopped, and my smile wilted. That was why I was here.

‘What do you need to ask?’ My tone came out suspicious.

He sighed. ‘You know those spirit powers are super annoying?’

‘I know.’ Nightmares rushed at me with gnashing teeth and the click of nails, but I pushed them away. ‘Trust me.’

Shane took off his helmet. His hazel eyes were focused, his lips pressed tight together.

‘I remembered where I heard that farm name. It was a place Dad bought for the company.’ He tapped a lump in his jacket pocket. ‘I texted Callum, and he agreed.’

Tingles zipped over my skin. His brother agreed. That brought everything back to the McKee’s family business. My stomach twisted. I’d so wished his dad had nothing to do with this. How must he be feeling? What must he be thinking?

I hadn’t wanted Shane to talk to his father during my trial because it might affect the women Russell held, but with no other leads… it was worth it. If it was done the right way. Shane needed to ken the truth.

But he was stiff and prickly, set on finding answers. Unlikely to be diplomatic.

‘I ken you want to help, but what’s your plan? You’re not going to storm in and confront your dad without warning, are you?’

That wouldn’t go well. They’d held each other at a distance for too long. One or the other would take the conversation the wrong way.

He scuffed the ground. ‘Callum told him I was coming.’

‘That’s good. Maybe you can both talk to him, find out why he bought that property?’

He shrugged.

The more I asked, the more his mission-ready focus crumpled. He’d been so worried about his dad’s involvement during the trial, and I hadn’t been able to help him, talk it through. But I could now.

‘Let me come with you.’

He glanced at Grim, who shook his head.

‘Bianca should be restricted to the academy as much as possible. It’s safer for her, and everyone else. A last-minute trip without preparation is asking for trouble. You could meet anyone on the road.’

Shane fiddled with the straps on his bag, but I caught the flash of disappointment, the slight slump of his shoulders, before he straightened again.

He wanted me with him, even if he couldn’t admit it.

Technically, Grim couldn’t confine me to academy grounds, but moving him would take hours and Julian’s help.

I checked the time. Six fifty. If I wasted another ten minutes, I could ask Inzi if she’d approve the road trip. If I explained the lead, she might go for it.

‘How are you going to approach it with your dad?’ I asked. ‘Maybe we can talk it through, find a good strategy?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Does he have old paperwork, anything you can take to him with the farm name on it?’

‘No. All that’d be with the company, filed away.’

‘I could ask Julian to look into property records?’

Shane shifted his weight. ‘I already asked him. No hits.’

Oh. My throat tightened. He’d really wanted to keep me out of this.

‘Okay.’ I cleared my throat. ‘How about your maw? Maybe she can get him to talk?’

Shane grunted. ‘Tried that. Mum takes his side, and Callum would rather keep the peace.’

Gravel crunched behind us.

Inzi waved. ‘Hey, guys. What are you all doing out here?’

I double-checked my phone. She was five minutes early. Worked for me.

‘Peregrine banned my weekend plans.’

Shane blinked, the cutest furrow scrunching his forehead. ‘You really want to come?’

I bit my tongue. He’d supported me through the trial and the hearing, throwing himself against every obstacle along the way. Did he really think I wouldn’t be there for him when he needed me?

‘Of course I want to come.’

‘My dad… probably won’t be that welcoming.’

My heart beat loud in my ears. He’d hidden all this to protect me. The numpty. Shane’s feelings were more important to me than anyone else’s. I wasn’t going to let him fight this battle by himself.

‘I don’t care what your dad says.’

Shane slowly smiled, and my stomach fell by my feet.

‘We could make it work,’ he said.

So, guy-speak for ‘yes, please, I’d love the support’. Got it.

I grinned and glanced at Inzi. ‘You up for it?’

‘What are you planning?’

Grim rolled his eyes. ‘Shane wants to introduce her to his parents.’ He frowned. ‘And something about a farm name?’

Inzi narrowed her eyes, catching on quick.

‘I see.’ She got out her phone, sent a short message, and waved for us to follow. ‘I’ll get the car. You two drive the bike in front.’

Peregrine kept pace with Inzi. ‘This is not a good idea, and you know it,’ he hissed.

Inzi put her phone under his nose. ‘Check the time. It’s my shift now. Go home, Perry.’

He stalked off, calling someone as soon as he was out of earshot.

My nerves prickled. ‘I hope you don’t get told off for that.’

Inzi shrugged. ‘Perry’s being overly cautious. It’s a lead. Keller could do with more of those.’

Shane put his hand on the small of my back, sending hot shivers along my nerves.

‘One sec. Can you hold this?’ he asked.

‘Sure.’ I took his bike’s weight.

He rushed across the lake bridge, then jogged back with his spare helmet.

‘Safety first.’ Inzi said, smirking.

I ignored her, turning the helmet over.

Shane cleared his throat. ‘I think you should wait with my brother at the pub while I talk to my dad.’ A cheeky smile teased his lips.

I’d rather be with him, on hand if the conversation with his dad got ugly, but if keeping me out of the line of fire made him smile like that… I shook my head. This was his family, and his decision.

‘Okay, if that’s what you want.’

‘Callum will love you. He’s already asked so many questions.’

Shane was grinning now.

‘What kind of questions?’

He rolled a shoulder and threw his leg over the bike. ‘Ask him yourself.’




* * *




Each bump of the long ride into the sticks pressed me closer to Shane until my cheek lay against the soft back of his leather jacket. I felt his chest rise and fall and heard his heartbeat, inhaling the musky pine scent that clung to him. We were glued together, front to back, swaying through turns.

Between him and the thrum of the bike, I felt safe, even buffeted by the wind.

Every few miles he patted my hand or turned to check I was okay. So sweet. And so damned sexy.

I groaned into the rushing air, wishing I could have him to myself for an hour, but he wouldn’t stop moving until he had answers. It was how he’d got through the trial, and how he’d get through this.

When we finally parked on a gravel side road much like the one I’d seen in my vision, I peeled back from Shane and focused on how glad I was to stretch my legs.

Turned out, my butt went numb miles ago, and my legs were a hair away from cramp. I’d been so caught up in him, I hadn’t noticed. Like how I often had to tell Ivy to keep her eyes on the road rather than moon over me. I shook my head. Not my memory.

Inzi parked in an empty space as I rubbed down my muscles.

Shane pulled off his helmet and pointed across the car park, beaming.

There, tucked behind a long estate car, was another motorbike very similar to his.

‘Callum’s already here.’

I followed Shane inside, blinking rapidly to adjust to the dim light and dark furnishings.

A bike helmet balanced on a stool. The man leaning on the bar beside it was strikingly similar to Shane.

His hair was as dark, but he was an inch or two taller, and more muscular. Maybe even a wee bit wilder. There was something about that quick grin and sly side-eye to his brother that set my hair on end.

I’d heard he was a womaniser, but it was more than that.

His gaze snapped to me, prickling like stinging nettles. ‘You must be the woman who dragged my brother into a murder trial.’

I winced. ‘Bianca.’

He hugged me, slapping my back as if I were one of the guys. 

‘Welcome to the family, Bianca.’

I drew back and frowned. ‘Thank you?’

Callum smiled. ‘Shane’s told me everything. I know you didn’t do it.’

I bit my lip. His ready acceptance didn’t feel natural, but I couldn’t put my finger on why.

Callum’s smile faded. He gripped his brother’s arm, his eyes narrowing enough to be a warning shot. A clear message. He’d sit with me so Shane could talk to his dad, but he wasn’t happy about it.

‘I’ll get the drinks,’ Callum said. ‘You two find a seat.’

Shane picked a corner table. I joined him and looked for Inziya, but she wasn’t in the pub or by the car. Maybe she was checking the area.

My gaze ran over Shane’s bike, barely cold. ‘When are you setting off?’

‘In an hour or two?’ Shane pulled me into his side. ‘I want to make sure you’re comfortable first.’

‘I’ll be fine. I’m sure Callum’s very good at keeping girls company.’

Shane grinned. ‘Oh, he loves it, but he knows you only have eyes for me.’

‘Uh-huh.’

His eyes widened, but I grinned and waved off those thoughts before they took root.

‘Your brother is lovely, but he’s a player.’

Callum sat beside me. ‘You picked a clever one here, Shane.’ He winked to show there were no hard feelings.

Being around him felt warmer now. Maybe he was mad at his brother, not me?

‘A woman may have finally settled me down, too,’ he said.

Shane’s jaw dropped. He slapped the table. ‘I don’t believe it. You didn’t keep one girl for a week our entire gap year!’

Callum’s cheeks heated a touch, enough to let me ken he really had found someone special.

‘Say it loud and proud why don’t you, little bro!’ He laughed, a wee bit uncertain, but nodded. ‘She might be a keeper.’

‘That’s great, really.’ Shane sipped his lager and eyed the window, his shoulders hunching slightly. ‘How’s Dad?’

I rubbed his back, hoping to calm him.

‘Fine. His usual obstinate self. You know. But he misses you.’

‘Yeah.’




* * *




Watching the two brothers was something. Once the tension between them eased, Callum was gregarious, the soul of a good story, and Shane was his laughing wingman.

Callum’s charm was magnetic, but Shane’s laugh rumbled through me. I slipped my hand into his, wishing I was the one to bring him such light-hearted joy.

I could see how they found so many smitten girls on their holiday.

One drink turned into two, then three, Callum regaling us with tales of his adventures after Shane returned home for school, and about the many women he’d spent time with before finding his current flame.

His cheeks heated half the time he spoke about her. She sounded lethal enough to hunt him down and demand a damned good explanation if he let her go, too.

But in a blink the pub closed. We were too hammered to drive anywhere, so we stumbled to Inzi’s car.

She opened her window and sniffed the air.

‘You three smell like stale beer.’ She shook her head. ‘Get in.’

Callum sat in the front. Shane and I took the back.

Inzi winced and lowered all the windows. ‘Anyone needs to puke, direct it out a window. Got it?’

We agreed, and she started the car. But she wasn’t taking the main route back to the academy.

‘Are we dropping off Callum?’

Inzi smirked. ‘Almost. You’re all staying at Shane’s parents’ house tonight.’

My mouth dropped open. Shane’s dad would not want me arriving rubbered at who knew what time it was. One?

‘Don’t act like that,’ Inzi snapped. ‘You three messed around all night when you had a lead to chase. I’m not letting you waste another day on new flames and mildly entertaining memories. You’ll talk to Shane’s dad bright and early tomorrow morning. No excuses.’

Shane blinked, and Callum stiffened. I felt numb and slightly dizzy. How had she heard all that?

Guilt tipped my stomach. She’d driven us all the way out here for a lead. If she didn’t get one, Keller could come down on her, hard. He might even take her off guard duty.

A minute or two later, she drew up outside a large log cabin. From the frown on Shane, this was the right place.

‘In you go,’ Inzi said.

I squeezed the plush seats. They’d make a fine bed. One far less likely to have me waking to Shane’s dad, hovering over me. But I’d pushed reality away enough for one day – a retrial, the imprisoned women, Avery, and Inzi – they’d all be better served by me sucking up my nerves and making sure a conversation with Shane’s dad happened early tomorrow morning. Even Shane would be better for that. He needed an end to this worry over what his dad had or hadn’t done.

Callum led us to the door. He shushed us. We took off our boots and carried them inside.

But as we trooped upstairs, his parents’ door opened and the light switched on.

I jumped, ice crawling over my skin. We’d been louder than we thought.

Shane’s dad leaned against the doorframe in his fluffy blue dressing gown. He was an older, slightly greyer version of his boys. But somehow far more imposing.

‘You’ve never been able to sneak in. Either of you.’ He eyed me, his lip curling. ‘Didn’t think you’d bring her.’

I winced. ‘I’m sorry. I wanted to stay somewhere else, but–’

Shane edged in front of me. ‘Don’t talk to her like that, Dad.’

My chest warmed, but I gripped his shoulder, warning him not to go too far. This was his dad, not some stranger in court.

Shane’s dad glanced over his shoulder. He stepped onto the landing, closing the door behind him. ‘Your mother’s only just got to sleep. Let’s take this downstairs.’

Which is how we all ended up sipping coffee and trying to sober up while Shane’s dad stared at us like we were unruly schoolchildren caught getting drunk on a school night.

I stared into my coffee and wished it’d cool quicker so I could hide my face in it without my eyes watering. Though it was a good excuse for my stinging eyes. This mess was exactly what I’d hoped to avoid.

The silence stretched out, Shane’s dad eying each of us until we squirmed. Then he looked out the dark window at the road.

Inzi’s car was missing, but she’d be around. Somewhere.

Shane sat straight, swaying slightly with all the lager he’d drunk. ‘I need to know what happened, Dad. The truth. Why did you buy the Liels Birži farm?’

I bit my lip. Drunk was not the way to broach that topic.

His dad arched an eyebrow. ‘It was a business acquisition.’ He hesitated. ‘Eugene recommended it.’

That came out far too smooth. I rubbed my arms against a sudden chill. Almost rehearsed. Shouldn’t he have been surprised, or have to think about the place Shane meant?

He turned his coffee mug around. And when he met my eyes, his gaze threw daggers into my chest.

I wasn’t the woman he wanted for his son.

‘Where was the property?’ Shane asked.

His dad put his mug down. ‘About five kilometres from the other farm Bianca mentioned in her supposed vision from a dead girl. Sounds ridiculous put like that, doesn’t it?’

Shane clenched his fists. ‘How do you know what Bianca Saw?’ He turned his spitting-hot glare on to his brother.

Oh no, not more trouble in his family over me.

Callum put up his hands. ‘I wasn’t going to let you come in here, throwing accusations, without giving Dad a heads-up.’

Shane gritted his teeth.

‘I shouldn’t have trusted them for so long…’ his dad said, his gaze softer as he watched his boys.

‘Trusted who? Eugene and Russell?’ Shane asked.

His dad’s lips twitched.

‘Dad, maybe you should just tell us,’ Callum said. ‘You can’t keep on like this. Shane needs answers. Mum and I are tired of being caught in the middle. We don’t want to see you two end up like you and Eugene.’

His dad coughed, then laughed, his smile lines giving me a glimpse into the handsome face Shane would grow into.

‘Oh, it’s nothing like Eugene. Shane did nothing wrong.’ He shook his head. ‘Except sneak a murderer into my house.’

I flinched.

He eyed me again and pushed a hand through his hair, but the tension in his body was almost gone.

‘She didn’t do it, Dad. I was with her.’ Shane gripped the table tight enough to shake his hands.

His dad pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘I know. You told me.’

I felt like he was on the brink. With the right nudge, he might spill his secrets. He didn’t want his boys arguing over him. But Shane was too drunk to ask nicely, especially after that last jibe, and Callum had already tried. That left me.

Gaze firmly on the table, I rubbed my sweaty hands on my jeans. How to phrase this…

‘My visions sound crazy.’ I swallowed against my dry throat. ‘I don’t always believe them at first either. They come without any consistency, as if some things are more important than others. Maybe with all I’ve seen about the McKees…’

Shane’s dad stared at me, the anger leaking from his gaze. ‘You think aether is giving me a hint.’

He finished his coffee and nodded to himself, his gaze slightly defocused.

‘Eugene was bringing people into the company with patchy pasts and CVs that didn’t make sense. When I questioned him, he told me to mind my area of the business and leave his to him.’ Shaking his head, he crossed his arms.

‘So I raised it with Russell. He shot me down. And when I spoke to Grandpa, he told me sometimes people like that were necessary for the business to work. He refused to elaborate, so I stuck my nose in and searched until I found what I was looking for.’

I smiled. Just like Shane. From what I’d seen of his dad, both of them could outlast a mule in an argument.

He scrunched his nose. ‘I found enough to know I wanted us to have nothing to do with the company. It wasn’t worth the trade-off.’

‘And what was that?’ Shane asked, scarily quiet.

Shane’s dad had a temper, but in his fluffy blue dressing gown and slippers, I couldn’t believe he’d sat on trapped and imprisoned women, bred for their bairns. The sons he’d raised didn’t reflect a man like that. But I couldn’t see another way of looking at it.

‘The potions,’ he said, his voice a bitter whisper.

Potions?

‘No one has been able to replicate them because they didn’t know the full ingredient list.’ He clenched his hand and pushed his knuckles into his temple.

What does that have to do with the women? And why was he so torn up about it?

‘It’s always been a trade secret,’ Callum said, eyes narrowing.

‘Because the key ingredient is blood. Specifically, the blood of demi-fae, or full fae, if they can get them.’

I bit my lip. Fae like Avery?

Shane and Callum glanced at each other, their faces pale. I gagged, the night’s beer threatening to spill over the kitchen table. I gulped it back down.

Shane’s dad nodded. ‘When I visited the farm, I found a warehouse filled with non-sentient fae, trapped and bred for a steady blood supply. The smell…’

Oh, I could well imagine it. I rubbed my throat, hoping my trembling stomach would settle soon. But that smell… it couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

‘You’re sure they only took blood? No one sentient was trapped?’ I asked. I daren’t mention the women.

He shook his head vehemently. ‘No. The workers were free to come and go. But it didn’t feel right. They wouldn’t look at me or talk to me. Some were unusually weak. Dizzy. I suspected they donated blood for the potions, too, willingly or otherwise.’

My stomach swirled. I’d drunk a potion every week since I’d joined the academy – I’d drunk blood. So I could talk to Lyall. Like a damned vampire.

Did you ken about this?

Yes.

I blinked and tried not to choke on my spit. Lyall knew. I’d only asked him on a whim, but he’d known this was in the potions?

How did you ken?

I can’t, Bianca.

Damned aether.

How long have people been drinking these potions?

A few generations now.

My gut twisted. Generations of the McKees using demi-fae… How many people knew their secret?

But if Shane’s dad was telling the truth, this put him in the clear, mostly. 

I squeezed Shane’s shoulder.

He held my hand, his thumb stroking my palm, but he stared into his coffee, forehead furrowed. ‘That’s all you saw?’

‘All? Isn’t that bad enough?’ his dad asked. ‘If it was humane, I might’ve accepted it, but they were so badly cared for. Russell and Grandpa refused to let me oversee the operation, or clean it up, so I quit and took you away. I knew it’d eventually come to light and everyone would be as sick as I felt to know they’d been part of that, supporting it with all the potions they bought.’

Callum looked green. ‘You didn’t report it?’

‘I did. But it didn’t go anywhere. I suspect they used their contacts to hush it up.’ He rubbed his neck. ‘I even tried to get a few of the workers to report mistreatment, but they point-blank refused. Dealing with that place felt more like dealing with a gang than a family business.’

‘Did you try reporting it to anyone else?’ Shane asked.

Callum nodded. ‘You had years, Dad. There must’ve been someone else to try.’

‘I contacted a friend on the coven a few years ago, quietly. That week I received a flurry of anonymous death threats in the post and gave up.’ His eyes flicked to mine, then dropped to the table.

Well, that explained a lot.

‘You wanted Shane out of my trial because you knew your family could be dangerous.’

He laid his hands flat on the table. ‘You’re a Wildes.’ His nostrils flared with his heavy breath. ‘That was enough for witches to throw stones at my son, to drag his name through the headlines along with you. And with you admitting you’d looked into the McKee business, I didn’t want my son getting death threats from them, too.’ His voice broke.

Eyes glistening, he looked to his boys.

Shane jumped off his stool and wrapped his arms around his dad. ‘You should’ve told me.’

I teared up and blamed it on the booze, wiping the water away before anyone noticed.

‘I can see why Shane likes you,’ Callum whispered. ‘Six years these two have been arguing over this, and you fixed it in one night.’

Take a bow, Bianca.

I sniffed. Shut up.




* * *




Dogs chased me along a never-ending road. My feet were on fire, torn to shreds, but I kept running. My breath wouldn’t come fast enough. My stomach cramped, but I kept going. If I stopped, I was dead. But I was running out of steam.

I passed one farm sign, then another.

Dog claws clicked the tarmac behind me. I focused on my breathing and the road ahead, hoping something would change the odds. If I saw a car, I’d wave it down. Hell, I’d even go back to the compound rather than face off against those dogs. They hadn’t been fed in a week.

The clicking claws paused. Teeth ripped my trouser leg but didn’t catch me.

Sweat trickled into my eyes, stinging. I couldn’t keep running. But something would happen. Someone would save me.

Another break in claw clicks. Another swipe at my leg. This one pinched my calf.

I gritted my teeth, wanting to hold the wound, to roll around and put pressure on it and call for help, but if I stopped, I was dead.

But, damn it, I was slowing. The pain from my feet and my calf was too much. The adrenaline from my escape was long gone. I wasn’t fit enough to keep up this mad dash, not after years in a tiny cell.

The dog jumped again, catching my injured calf fully in its mouth. It shook its head.

I fell, scraping my hands across the tarmac.

Another dog pounced, snarling teeth flying for my neck.

I put my hands in the way, screaming for help.

‘Bee, Bee, it’s okay. You’re safe.’

I blinked. My mind rushed to accept that I wasn’t being chased by dogs. I wasn’t Avery. I was in Shane’s room, in his bed.

Shane pulled my arms away from my face, then kissed each hand.

I expected him to ask what I’d seen, why I was having such bad nightmares, but he tucked me into his arms and pushed the covers down so I could cool off. So calm, and giving. I melted into him.

And in that moment of being the little spoon, his breath tickling my neck, my body hummed with happiness, each muscle relaxing into something like my meditative state, my worries chased away.

It’d be so easy to tell him everything I’d Seen, all the things that haunted me, and let him take those worries off my mind, too. But he’d already gone through a lot tonight.

I wiggled farther back. His hardness pushed against my bum. 

‘What time is it?’

He stretched backwards to check his phone. ‘Nearly three. Want to…?’ He ran his hand over my back, kneading my muscles.

I moaned. ‘Yes. Hell yes.’

‘You sure?’ He tickled my side with light brushes of his fingers and reached lower, teasing me through my knickers.

I bit my lip, trying not to call out. His dad had the hearing of a wolf. I shuddered, teeth flashing in front of my eyes. Bad analogy.

Shane stopped his gentle strokes. ‘Did I do something wrong?’

His breath shivered over my neck. ‘No.’ I turned to face him.

His half-lidded gaze ran over every inch of my face. ‘If you’d rather go back to sleep, that’s okay.’

My heart fizzed. How was he so perfect, so gentle? I bit my tongue and pressed my lips to his.

His hand gripped the curve of my arse, pulling me into his hard cock.

Moaning, I tugged at his boxers.

He moved back far enough to lose them and returned, his hand back on my hip.

I put my hands on his chest, waves of heat pulsing through me. I wanted him, but more than that, I wanted to show him how much he meant to me. For a few minutes, I wanted to take every worry and scrap of guilt from his shoulders.

I ducked under the covers and took his cock into my mouth, deeper, and deeper.

His teeth pulled at his lip. He groaned softly, his hips twitching into me.

Smiling around him, I moved up, then down. His brow was smooth, his lips slack.

Shane’s hand curled into my hair. ‘Please, stop. Or I’ll…’

I increased my pace, sucking his head and then taking him deeper, his softness filling my mouth.

He threw the covers off me, peeking through his lashes. ‘Bee…’ His voice was desperate. His eyes pleaded, then darkened, his stare focused on my mouth.

I didn’t stop. I took him deeper, relishing each jump of his cock and thrust of his hips.

Until he pushed deep and came, his cock throbbing in my throat.

And when I climbed back up his chest, the curve of his smile, his teeth peeking out, undid me.

He stroked my cheek.

I nuzzled into his hand, buzzing with feel-good tingles.

But his wicked grin was far from sleepy. He grabbed my hips and rolled so I was beneath him.

He trailed kisses over my neck, curling my toes, then across my chest, suckling on my nipple, and lower.

I bit my lip. ‘Tonight was supposed to be for you,’ I whispered, breathy.

He nipped the skin at the top of my hip. ‘And now it’s your turn.’

He removed my knickers and licked my nub. 

I whimpered, my nerves set alight. ‘Shane…’

He smiled against me and took me into his mouth.

My thoughts scattered.

He flicked me with his tongue and pushed his fingers inside, brushing that sweet nest of nerves.

I arched into him. ‘Shane, please.’

He added another finger, stroking that same spot over and over, his tongue massaging my clit until I burst, pleasure shivering through me.

I gasped in air, falling back to the bed, spent.

Shane’s grin made me giggle.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘You look so pleased with yourself.’

He pulled me into his arms and nibbled on my ear. I squeaked.

‘So did you, Bee.’

I snuggled back into him. ‘I like playing with you, taking you over the edge,’ I mumbled.

‘And I like learning all your noises. One day, I’ll find all the places that make you shiver.’

Shane kissed behind my ear to prove his point. I bit my lip. I used to squirm at talk of the future, but with Shane… it felt right.

‘I’ll let you. But only if I can do the same.’

My eyes shut, and I didn’t fear my dreams. I was safe.








  
  
  Chapter 14

  
  




Shane’s maw treated us to a late morning feast of potato pancakes with sour cream and dill.

The joke I’d heard about potatoes being Latvia’s main food group made sense now. You’d struggle to find a badly cooked potato in this country. Everything was so filling and moreish.

‘Seconds?’

Shane’s maw offered me the serving plate, her voice toothache sweet, no doubt to compensate for her husband’s palpable silence at the head of the table.

I shook my head and patted my stomach, then leaned back into Shane’s arm, hung over the back of my chair.

A flash of light out the kitchen window blinded me. I blinked and squinted outside.

Inziya was catching the sun with her blade to get my attention.

Nerves rolled down my spine.

‘If you’ll excuse me a minute.’ I pushed in my chair.

Shane tugged at my top, but I shook my head. He should stay with his family, or they’d follow us out the door.

I met Inzi on the road, out of view of the house. Her foot tapped the ground at a frantic pace.

‘Everything okay?’ I asked.

‘I’m doing my job and sticking next to you, making sure Shane’s dad doesn’t snap your drunk neck. Which is when I heard he has an excellent location to raid for Avery’s killers. And you didn’t tell me.’

I frowned, heat flashing through my cheeks. ‘You heard all that? How?’

She’d heard something in the pub, too, but I would’ve heard her or seen her in Shane’s kitchen. There was nowhere to hide.

She sheathed her knife. ‘I’m part djinn. We have magic but we’re also made of fire. We can appear or disappear anywhere, like smoke.’ She snapped her fingers.

My heart thundered in my ears. ‘That makes so much sense.’

She poofed out of sight from one moment to the next. And she’d never needed a bracelet to get into my room when I was having a nightmare. She’d make a deadly enemy.

‘Anyway, Perry is on his way, and he’s bringing the boss.’

I choked. ‘Did I get you in trouble?’

It was already nine, and Peregrine’s shift usually started at seven. Plus he’d been totally against this road trip. Did he report her out of spite?

She snorted. ‘I got a lead. Boss wants to follow it.’

‘You mean he wants to ask Shane’s dad about this farm?’

‘He wants to know exactly where it is, the layout, how to get there without arousing suspicion. Everything.’

‘He’s going to raid it?’

I couldn’t believe the WMCF was moving so quickly with all the connections the McKees had. Inzi’s boss must really be clean.

‘Did the coven give permission for a search?’

‘They did after my report. The property was already on our shortlist, but the second farm name wasn’t on the maps we had. So, if Shane’s dad confirms the name of the neighbouring farm, we’re all in.’

That meant they’d talk to him. I rubbed my neck. ‘When does everyone get here?’

‘Within the hour.’

‘Wow. Okay.’ I sucked in a breath. ‘I’ll let them know.’

I headed inside on heavy legs. How did I break this to Shane’s dad? He’d be more involved in this mess than ever. And it was my fault.

The moment I walked into the kitchen, Shane’s eyes snapped to mine. Then his dad’s glower.

‘Where did you go?’ Shane’s dad asked.

My feet rooted to the spot.

Shane stood, searching my face. ‘Want to get out of here?’

I shook my head, not taking my eyes off his dad’s coiled anger. ‘My guard… She’s a djinn. She heard about the farm, and her boss is on his way.’

His lip twisted.

A roaring noise rushed through my ears.

‘Your guard eavesdropped on me in my house?’

‘Yes,’ I whispered.

He stood, his chair squeaking over the kitchen tiles. Then he left the room, the front door slamming behind him.

I winced and turned to see him march down the road, towards Inzi’s car.

When he was out of sight, I blew out my breath, glad the rest of his ire wasn’t focused on me.

Then I looked for Shane. He was already by my side. He rubbed my shoulder. I squeezed his hand, glad for the reassurance. 




* * *




We’d planned for a midday raid, and the hours of prep went far too quickly, even with Shane’s dad taking a good half hour to berate Keller and Inzi for invading his privacy and demanding his help.

He’d eventually calmed to snappy responses but had insisted Shane and Callum stay behind to avoid direct implication in the raid.

Shane wanted to argue – he was bristling like a cat dipped in water – so I told him to stay put.

He’d only just repaired the relationship with his dad. If I had any hope of getting that man to like me, I had to keep his son out of this.

Shane’s glare then followed Keller through his last-minute checks of the map, the road route, the people in each car, and a number of phone calls.

He was making me twitchy.

‘Staring a hole through him won’t get him to change his mind,’ I said.

Keller ‘needed’ me on the raid for confirmation of the raid location. Or, more cynically, I was someone to blame if they picked the wrong place. But my gut wasn’t trembling, so I’d suck it up.

Shane nodded to Keller’s hushed phone conversation. ‘Why can’t you call Julian? He’d get you out of this.’

‘He thinks helping the WMCF improves my image.’ He also thought if I proved my visions to them, half the battle of a potential retrial was won.

Shane grunted and made a gimme motion. ‘Let me talk to him.’

‘I got his voicemail. I left a message. He’ll meet me out there if he gets it.’

‘Not good enough.’

I closed my eyes and sucked in a breath.

Shane was trying to keep me safe, but the constant questioning and hovering was like a wire brush on my raw nerves.

I had to go on the raid. They had no one else who could do what I did.

‘Time to go, people!’

Keller shooed us into the correct cars in the convoy. Trackers at the front, then the rest of the officers, followed by Grim and me, and the boss’s car at the back.

I twisted to look out the car’s rear window. Shane’s arms were crossed, his face tight with worry. I blew him a kiss. And his kiss back sent shivers through my heart.

His familiar loped after us for a while, until we were too far from Shane. She fell back then, a lonely figure, tail wrapped around her muscular form in the middle of an empty road.

I waved goodbye, then watched the woods and towns stream past, each shadow seeming like a bony hand, clawing the air. I shook off the chill.

But the landscape grew more and more isolated over the next two hours. Fields and forests were littered with old outbuildings, the roofs caved in, like a long-lost civilisation.

We had to be approaching the farm by now. The last town or village was a fifteen-minute drive back.

Peregrine’s jaw was so tight, a tic jumped in his cheek.

Another fifteen minutes of forest later, I jerked upright, lightning slamming into my spine. My hair raised, my senses on high alert, like I’d walked over my own grave.

‘Stop the car,’ I said, staring at a particular patch of road. My gut was on the road with it, taut between me and that spot. ‘Stop the car!’

Peregrine spoke on the car radio. ‘We’re stopping for a minute. Bianca’s freaking out.’

He was still undoing his seatbelt when I jumped out the door and raced to the spot.

I put my hand over my mouth, my stomach lurching with nausea. 

The area was kicked over with gravel and sand, but flies were landing on the buried blood. This was where Avery had died.

‘Grim, we have a crime scene.’

‘Grim?’ He frowned but radioed it in.

Keller pulled over behind us and marked out the edges of the scene, then called in a tech crew to make sure it was human blood and not roadkill.

‘Should we hold the raid until we get the results?’ Grim asked.

‘No.’ His boss hooked his thumb towards me. ‘She’s sure it’s the right place, and we have the blood to prove it. We need to carry this through now, or our presence will tip them off. I’ll stay here until the techs arrive. You go ahead with Bianca. We need her eyes.’ He nodded to me and turned his back, dismissing us.

I strapped myself into the car with numb hands, my worries exploding like popping candy.

Keller was an arse, but he didn’t want me dead. The rest of his raid team… I glanced at Grim’s pinched lips. I maybe trusted one of them. Maybe.

Two miles down the road, I spotted the farm signs. My ears rang, the letters merging together.

‘There.’ I pointed them out to Grim, my voice shaky.

He told the convoy I’d confirmed the location.

We then slowed to a crawl. The trackers took over directions to pinpoint where we needed to go, their words buzzing noise.

My heart sped to a sprint. Thump, thump, thump. I took deep, slow breaths to counteract my sudden panic.

But pants echoed in my mind, my chest too tight.

I bent over my knees, breathing hard until I matched the panting.

Why was my body reacting like this? I gasped in air, raking it past my dry throat.

‘Everything okay?’ Peregrine asked.

‘No.’ I barely got the words out or I’d have made it clear how stupid that question was.

Lyall, what’s happening?

He peered at me from the dash. I’ve heard of this. Avery’s memories merged with yours. Keep breathing through it. Over the next few weeks, she should either fade away or…

Or what, Lyall?

You’ll get used to it.

Used to these crazy panic attacks and vivid physical and emotional memories? Bullshit.

I finally managed to regulate my breathing five minutes later and sat back, rubbing my chest.

‘You got any water?’ I croaked.

Grim rummaged in the cubby of the driver’s door and threw a bottle into my lap.

I unscrewed the cap and downed half the contents in one go.

He eyed me. ‘You done?’

I put the lid back on, staring at the ripples from bumps in the road. ‘Lyall says I’m getting Avery’s memories. Physically.’ An echo.

‘Reliving her death?’

‘In reverse, I think.’ As we drove the same path she ran. Was this what PTSD was like?

Grim whistled. ‘I’d prefer torture.’

He turned onto smaller and smaller tracks, following the lead car which housed an accomplished air tracker in the open-bed truck, directing the convoy through a headset.

At least moving at a crawl, we didn’t push through my – Avery’s – memories too fast.

I was sure I’d stop breathing or have an aneurism if we blasted through here at forty or fifty miles per hour.

I knew getting a vision from a dead body was a terrible idea.

A voice crackled through the radio. ‘Tracker says we’re almost there. It’s around the next corner. Officers already have the property surrounded. Boss, are we a go?’

‘Move in.’

The lead truck sped around the corner. The rest of the convoy followed.

Except us. We parked close enough to see the compound but not be in the middle of the magic-flinging.

It was strange, looking at it from the outside, into the tiny window I’d Seen the forest road from. Like I wasn’t seeing it through my eyes.

The complex was a series of warehouses, the largest far bigger than I’d thought, and all far removed from the farm buildings that must have been here originally. Probably as long ago as it took the trees to grow to full height.

Officers moved over the concrete I remembered from the window and smashed open the doors.

I held my breath against the dread that curled into my core. It wasn’t my gut. It was Avery, letting me see this place with her fear.

I closed my eyes. Avery?

No one replied, so I couldn’t talk to her like Lyall, but I still felt her presence, watching this raid with me.

I opened my eyes.

Branches blew in the gusty wind, the sky Mediterranean blue. Birds chirped overhead. This wasn’t the kind of place I’d imagine seeing the horrors Avery lived through.

The raid leader from the first car got out, the same guy I’d dealt with when they’d found Avery’s body.

Still talking on his headset, he rapped on Peregrine’s window.

Grim opened it. ‘Yes?’

‘We need the Wildes girl.’

‘It’s Nash,’ I muttered.

He rolled his eyes. ‘Without the attitude if you can manage it, Perry. We’ve got some really scared people inside.’

‘How many?’

‘Half a dozen?’ He eyed me. ‘You ready to make yourself useful?’

My lip twisted. ‘Like I haven’t already.’

Still, I got out of the car. I shivered, once again feeling like I was walking over my own grave.

‘Is it safe?’ I asked, hating the high pitch of nerves in my voice.

‘Completely cleared,’ he said.

‘And Russell and Eugene, their workers?’

‘No sign of whoever was running the operation. But we did find a few surprises.’

Relief flowed through me. ‘The babies?’

‘No.’ He frowned and opened the door.

I squinted. They’d switched all the lights on. The warehouse felt wrong like that, too bright and airy. Too ordinary.

A set of rooms with much lower ceilings were on the other side of the space but, huddled near the entrance with WMCF officers were seven people. Three of them I recognised. Cameron’s family.

Bitterness shot through my veins.

This must have been why Cameron helped the prosecution. They had his family.

I knew whatever they did was bad, but how had we missed this?

‘Mr and Mrs Murphy?’ I asked.

His mother’s shoulders stiffened, and she huddled closer to her husband.

Right. I got them into this mess. They wouldn’t want to hear from me, even if I helped free them.

The raid leader steered me away, towards the rooms.

Each step across the empty space echoed, and ten metres away from the door I smelt through it.

Human waste, sweat, dirt, and stale air.

I stopped, shuddering and clammy. I couldn’t go in there. I’d be trapped. All over again. An animal in a cage. I hissed in air and shook my head, over and over.

The raid leader grabbed my shoulders and shook me. The room span faster.

Grim pulled him away. He crouched to look me in the eyes. ‘You’re okay. Those are not your memories. No one is there. We’ll even prop the doors open. Okay?’

Staring into his eyes, I slowly brought myself back to the fore, battling past Avery’s fears.

‘I’m okay.’

I wasn’t, but I’d glue my frayed emotions together long enough to be useful.

The women and workers who should be here were relying on us to find them, before they were considered more effort than they were worth. And my gift could help.

I edged closer to the door. Grim propped it open with a brick.

Whoa, worse than I remembered. Choking back my spit, I switched to breathing through my mouth, though that wasn’t much better. It felt like I was inhaling sewage.

I expected the floor to be wet like a grungy club bathroom, but it was grave dry.

The walkway was tight and dark.

I remembered the bit near the door from my vision, but it went on and curved around on itself. Cell door after cell door had been thrown open, bedcovers strewn across the bed or thrown to the floor. I spotted a dummy, a rag doll, and a comfort blanket. They’d left in a hurry.

Could they have been tipped off? The coven had to approve this raid. Anyone on it could easily have sent word ahead of us.

‘They knew you were coming,’ I said.

The raid leader huffed, but Grim grunted his agreement.

‘I need you to find out where they went, not why they left,’ the raid leader snapped.

‘And how the hell am I supposed to do that?’ I looked around and waved my arms at the empty cell. ‘Everyone’s gone.’

‘Not everyone.’ He waved towards the entrance. ‘They left the Murphys and some workers who were on the evening shift.’

I could ken missing the workers, who were probably on their way here when the urgent message went out to leave the area. But why leave the Murphys? They must’ve been under guard. Maybe as a message?

‘The Murphys are okay? Nothing is wrong with them? No one’s missing?’

‘They’re fine.’

‘Then how did they get away?’

‘They locked themselves in a room when everyone was leaving and refused to come out. Eventually the workers left without them.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘A lock kept out all those witches?’

‘Mostly shifters and other demi-fae. But the kid and the mother are fantastic witches. Very skilled.’

Then I didn’t trust anything the Murphys might say about where everyone had gone. They’d been in this environment for weeks, and who knew what the company had threatened. A few days in those cells cured a lot of rebellion.

The workers might be a better choice, but they didn’t look like they saw the profits of this place from their tattered jeans and cheap tops, so I’d not bet on them knowing much. But I wasn’t seeing any better options for visions.

You might get a read off of objects close to the prisoners.

Lyall was flying in and out of cells. I’d thought he was stretching his wings, but maybe it was more than that.

Seen anything that might work?

The comfort blanket, a broken necklace, and a hair tie.

Okay, I’ll try it.

I walked into the nearest cell.

‘What are you doing?’ the raid leader asked.

‘Trying to find out where they went, like you wanted.’

Why else did he want me in these cells? I’d thought there’d be a prisoner in here, but I was beginning to think it was a scare tactic. Well, screw him.

The comfort blanket had been kicked under the bed. It was miraculously clean compared to everything else. Perhaps the children got access to clean water more often than the mothers?

My throat tightened. The end of the blanket was a wee bunny rabbit face. I picked it up by one of the long floppy ears and clasped it between both hands, closing my eyes.

I caught a brief glimpse of a baby wailing as I tore it from its mother, then I was back in the room, eyes closed.

I sighed. ‘Nothing useful.’

Lyall, where are the other things you found?

He flitted back to my cell and led me to the broken necklace.

This time I dragged a woman from bed. She beat me with her fists, but I – he – was too strong for her. The necklace fell in the fight.

I said she had to get into the van, so that must be how they were transporting them.

I opened my eyes and licked my cracked lips. ‘They’re in vans. Or they were.’ They were bound to change transport frequently.

The raid leader yelled into his radio, ordering roadblocks on major routes to check the backs of vans, but I was already following Lyall away from the noise, deeper into the cells.

The innermost cell, the centre of the spiral, was where I found the hair tie, hooked around a bedpost, a few hairs still caught in the elastic.

The moment I touched it, the world went dark and lightened on a woman stretching the band over the post.

I crashed into the room and told her we were leaving. She asked where. I said I didn’t know. Perhaps this worker was one of the nicer ones, because the exit was far less dramatic than the previous two, almost civil.

I even bitched that we had to move so quickly, that workers and prisoners had to share vans.

And then I was back in the cell, blinking into space, my eyes out of focus.

The raid leader stared at me, his foot incessantly tapping the floor. ‘Snapped out of it yet? What did you see this time?’

‘The workers… they didnae seem to ken where they were going.’

He frowned. ‘They’d have to.’

I bit my tongue. ‘Well, that’s what they said. Maybe this guy was lower on the pecking order, I don’t know…’ I spread my hands. That’s all I had.

‘And you got this from a hair tie?’

‘Yes.’ That, or the hair on the hair tie. I suspected that was why I got so much more from the band than the other things – it still had something of its owner connected to it.

‘Then you’re going to touch everything in this place and see if it sparks any new memories.’

‘I’d… rather not.’ I swallowed and backed out of the cells, into the bigger, airier warehouse.

He let me leave, but the way he eyed me, he’d find some way to make me comply.

Grim shifted his weight, clearly uncomfortable, but I couldn’t rely on help from that corner. This guy was his boss.

Lyall. Do you have anything I can use to get out of this? I’ll owe you one.

Even if Julian answered the phone, he’d take a while to get here.

You won’t go back on your word?

If you get me out of this, no.

Then you might have to check a few more items to be sure, but I suspect no one knew where they were going until they were on the road. That way, they didn’t leave any hints for you to find. It’s a practice that went out of fashion many years ago, but with a known, powerful spirit witch back in the picture…

My heart sank.

Damn. So all they’d have to do is not make a decision until they leave, or not be told where they were going until they left?

Frustratingly clever. And now I got to be the one to tell the raid leader and his boss. I wrapped my arms around my middle. I’d need the time spent checking objects to work out how to break that news.








  
  
  Chapter 15

  
  




Shane asked me how the raid went on the drive back to the academy.

My throat clogged, and I almost shut him out, but I remembered his smile when he hugged his dad. The tears. The relief. Maybe sharing took some of the heaviness away.

He held my hand, silently letting me ken it was my choice. And I told him. The words rolled out of me like an ever-increasing tide.

Rather than breaking, falling apart, or pushing me away, he pulled me closer, letting me ken he was there. My anchor. And with each breath, Avery’s cold grip on my mind seemed to ease along with my worries for the captive women and myself. I was safe. He had me.

By the time we arrived in Cesvaine, we’d settled into an easy silence.

The sky was dark, but bright lights swarmed across the lawn and gravel driveway, figures behind them ducking in and out of vans, then taking turns at the front of the building. Press.

I shuddered, their logos and microphones bringing back memories of the vile questions they’d thrown at Julian after my trial.

They descended on us the moment we turned into the academy. Ants to honey.

My gut squirmed. They’d known we were coming.

Grim slowed the car to a crawl to avoid running them over like bowling pins.

I squinted past them, trying to make out a free path to the entrance. The longer I didn’t see one, the tighter I gripped Shane’s hand.

Mira bared her teeth at anyone who got close, and Shane pounded on the windows, but they weren’t backing off.

Grim cursed extensively and creatively. Then he threw his phone at me.

I caught it awkwardly, my coordination fuzzy with the afterimage of all those flashes.

‘Ring Inziya,’ he said.

‘Her shift hasn’t started yet.’ I turned the phone over. She had another thirty minutes and she’d worked overtime this morning.

‘Do you want to get mauled out there? Ring her!’ Grim snapped.

‘Wait, you’re protecting me?’

Grim paid extra careful attention to the road. Maybe Keller had spoken to him? Or Inzi? I frowned. Or was he saving his own arse? He’d have to get through that crowd, too.

Shane snatched the phone and spoke to Inziya with many mms and yes responses while my mind spun itself in circles.

The media had to be here about the raid. But then why were they all angling for a shot of me?

Cold fingers gripped my throat. They knew my visions had taken the WMCF to the farms. I jiggled my knee, trying to keep it together. Russell had laid low for a while, but he’d go for the jugular if he knew I was helping them find him.

Shane hung up, his lips parting to tell me what happened, when Inziya appeared between us.

Heart racing, I jolted back, the faint smell of smoke tickling my nose.

The surprise cut through my shock, and the world rushed back in at full volume. I eyed Inzi, then Grim, the yells of the media hitting my ears. 

‘Do you ever do warnings?’

Inziya shrugged. ‘We need to get inside. How are we doing this, Perry? Quiet, or a blazing-hot threat not to mess with us?’

Shane slapped his hand over the lens of a woman at my window, Mira growling at his feet. ‘I vote we run them over.’

Grim grunted. ‘They won’t back off if we don’t go big.’

‘Excellent!’ Inzi disappeared and reappeared on the roof, the sudden weight and creak overhead clueing me in.

The cameras swung up to catch her.

‘Please back away from the car and the academy doors!’ she yelled. ‘This is your first and final warning.’

No one moved. If anything, more of them barred the way.

Then a bright orange light blinded me.

Flames wrapped around the car and pushed out slowly, forming a long corridor between us and the front doors, forcing the journalists out of the way. They wouldn’t get a picture through that wall of fire.

Gratitude rose, choking my throat. This was the biggest thing anyone had done for me publicly since Shane announced he’d be joining my defence. And it was outrageous in the best way, like a middle finger to the eyes.

‘I think I love her.’

I expected a nudge or huff from Shane, but it didn’t come. He was leaning out the window, giving Inzi a thumbs-up and a high five.

I rolled my eyes, but I had to smile when Inzi did a victory dance.

‘Thanks, Inzi,’ I said, getting out of the car. ‘How safe are we? Can anything get through?’ I didn’t want another stoning in my lifetime.

‘Anything that tries gets vaporised.’ She grinned and strode along her magically made corridor, then opened the academy doors with a curtsy.




* * *




Class the next day felt pointless, so I was almost glad to get Daria’s email that my exam for last term’s class was today.

She probably wanted to catch me off guard, but I felt more prepared than I ever had for a test with all the cramming Shane and I put in. And I didn’t have to worry about making my answers fit within Animalis expectations either.

Daria met me at the door to her empty classroom and slapped a thick sheaf of papers on a desk.

‘You have two hours. I’ll be marking papers.’ She eyed Grim. ‘You’ll keep her in check?’

He inclined his head, but from the tic in his eyebrow, he was surprised she’d asked. He really was more on my side than theirs now.

Smiling, I threw myself into the essay questions, the textbook info coming to me easily. 

My pen flew across the paper, and I finished with a quarter of an hour to spare that I spent reading through, adjusting my answers.

My time ran out, and a spark exploded beside Daria. She waved her hand, dismissing it. Was it an alarm?

She snatched my papers and returned to her desk. ‘You’re done for today. The practical test will take place later this month.’

I opened my mouth to ask when to expect my grade, but she shooed me.

‘You’re done. Leave now.’

I gritted my teeth. Her attitude grated, but she reflected the majority of witches’ views. As did the latest headlines: Wildes Wrecks Reputations, a front page she’d spread across her desk. I shook my head. Arguing with her wasn’t worth the fallout.




* * *




Shane texted at dinner time, asking me to meet him by the lake. I glanced out the window at the stars and the splay of light over the grass and shrugged. It’d make a nice change.

So I grabbed a padded coat and headed out, but I paused on the front step.

Delicate dew beads decorated the grass and coated cobwebs in intricate patterns. The wind cooled my cheeks, bringing the fresh scent of water and new growth.

I drew in a deep breath, my muscles loosening, and curved around the side of the school, an invisible Inzi somewhere nearby.

This was the reminder I needed that I was getting somewhere. I wasn’t stuck inside a cement box anymore.

A lantern flickered on the lake bank, reflecting off the water. A large cat rolled on the grass nearby, and a larger figure stood.

Shane’s eyes lit up as I crossed the grass.

He spread a fluffy blanket between his outstretched arms, wrapping me in it once I was within reach.

‘Thanks.’ I held it tight around my shoulders. It smelt like him, all woodsy spice.

‘You’re welcome.’

I settled onto the picnic blanket he’d laid over the grass, careful not to upset the many paper plates filled with finger food. Ginger, cheese, garlic, and pepper flew to my nose.

My mouth watered. Everything looked amazing, from the tapas to the wraps and sliced meat.

‘Shane McKee, is this a date?’

He grinned and offered me one of the appetisers – feta and olives. He’d put on a whole spread, right the way through to fruit and cheese.

I took a bite. ‘Why did you do all this?’ Damn, that came out snappy. ‘Sorry, I like it, love it. It’s just… why now?’ We normally ate in my room, sequestered away from the other students.

A shadow crossed his face, a ghost of his spitting anger on seeing the morning headlines plastered above my shocked, pale-faced photo.

‘You deserve to be treated better. The WMCF are lucky to have you.’

My heart squeezed. I’d barely looked at the papers, but he’d known they’d got to me.

He put down the olive plate and dug into a bag. ‘So tonight, we’re celebrating your release and your birthday properly.’ 

Our small celebrations were enough for me, but this was… magical.

He pulled out a bottle of wine, popped the cork, and poured the red into two glasses.

He gave me mine, his fingers hot against the breeze over the water.

Clinking my glass, he said, ‘I’m so lucky to have you. To us.’

I held his arm, stopping him from drinking. ‘I’ve said it before, toasting yourself is unlucky.’

Shane smiled. ‘Then, to your release from prison and a happier year ahead.’

‘And to your work to get me out,’ I said. ‘You are so special to do this.’ I tried to push my appreciation into my voice. 

I grimaced. It made me sound soft.

We drank deeply, and he refilled our glasses, leaving me to stare across the water and think.

I hadn’t had a moment to be myself and relax since I’d got out and I hadn’t realised until now how tense I’d been, how on edge. Even with Shane.

I watched him, enjoying the way the lake breeze ruffled his hair. He was totally relaxed playing host. No frown lines, and not a single tensed muscle. I should join him, savour this quiet moment to ourselves and be totally present. So I let the breeze wash away my worries and listened to the ripple of water, the rustle of long grass, and Shane’s soft breath as he stoppered the wine.

I claimed my refilled glass, feeling a real, easy smile on my face. ‘How did you organise all this?’

‘I made a good friend in the academy kitchens.’

I narrowed my eyes playfully. ‘Oh really? Overnight? Come on, how long have you been planning this picnic?’

He bit his lip, and watching the indentation of his teeth, I shivered, remembering the feel of them on my neck.

A warmth uncoiled low in my stomach that had nothing to do with the alcohol.

Shane opened his arms, and I scooted into the space between his legs, loving the hold of his strong, muscled arms. Tucked in here, surrounded by his woodsy pine smell and backed by his firm body, I felt completely safe. And with our shields down, closer to him than ever.

‘You need time away from magic and the Wildes drama.’ His breath tickled the back of my neck. 

I leaned into him, relishing his closeness. 

‘Time to be yourself.’

I kissed his chin, the rough stubble there telling me he hadn’t had time to shave properly, he’d been too busy preparing all this for me. ‘How long, Romeo?’

He rested his chin on my head and ran his rough finger down my neck, my breasts, and my waist. That one, slow finger sent soft shivers over my skin. My hips and core tingled, ready for more.

‘Since they took you away.’ He kissed me, slow and soft, then drew back, taking me in.

I wanted him. No, I was on fire for him, and not just sexually. He was so sweet to do all this, and all the other wee things he did for me. Reliable, caring… the rock I’d never had.

‘Thank you,’ I whispered. ‘This is perfect.’

He pulled my blanket tighter around me and nuzzled into my neck. ‘I’m not done yet.’

He captured my mouth again, and I so wanted to lose myself in him. But it was far too cold out here to do all the naughty things I wanted.

So I packed our plates away and gathered the blanket.

‘What are you doing?’

I smiled. ‘We’ll finish the food later.’




* * *




I shut my bedroom door and turned to Shane, blushing and suddenly nervous. He was far more than a fling to me, a school romance. He was my other half.

He walked to me. I watched his chest rise and fall, his breath quickening. He put his hands on my hips, then kissed me slowly, gently.

I tasted wine on his tongue and smelt pine and fresh soap on his skin. I leaned into him, deepening the kiss, threading my fingers through his hair.

‘I missed this.’ His voice cracked. He licked his lips. ‘Time to ourselves, a world of our own.’

I stared into his eyes, marvelling at how much this man had done for me. Little by little, he’d shown me there was a place for me in this community. At his side. I couldn’t explain how much it meant to belong, or how much all his attempts to keep me happy meant. Or how much I wanted to keep him happy, before myself. So I’d show him instead.

I laced my hands through his and rose to tiptoe, kissing his sweet lips, along his stubbly jaw, his neck, exploring every inch of skin, every mole and dimple, and committing his every shiver spot to memory.

‘I’m never letting you go.’ He traced his hands over my lips, butterfly light. Almost tickling.

I pressed a kiss to his fingers, dropped my coat, and pulled my top over my head.

Shane caught it around my wrists and twisted, holding my arms in front of my hips.

His eyes feasted on my bare skin and my pushed-up breasts, a small, sweet smile curving his lips, like I was his whole world.

I glanced down to see his cock pushing against his jeans.

Biting my lip, I unwound myself from his binding.

He tensed, but I kissed him lightly, promising more with my eyes and a soft squeeze of the hard bulge in his jeans.

Running my hands along his waistband, I knew what I wanted to offer him.

I wanted to watch him come undone for me like he had at his parents’ house. But this time I wanted him to moan, to feel his hands on me, hear him beg for more. For us to be completely open. Honest. He’d earned that and more, and the very thought of him losing control set me ablaze.

Slowly, keeping eye contact, I undid his jeans: unlooping the button and pulling down the zipper. The scratch of metal on metal cut through the room, and we both stilled, holding our breath. This was far more than sex. 

I followed his jeans to the floor and held him through his boxers, sliding his cock up and down.

His breathing grew ragged, his fingers running through my hair.

Hell, was that hot. I felt heady, alive, and powerful. Controlling his pleasure was something I could get used to.

I tugged off his boxers to stroke his silky cock without anything between us.

He moaned and threw his head back, his cock twitching.

I looked into his dilated eyes and licked my lips. My head was at the right height. All I had to do was move the boxers and take him into my mouth. Then I’d see him fall apart.

‘Come here,’ he said gruffly, allowing no argument. 

He carried me to my bed, then stood over me, biting his lip as he took me in. His gaze was hungry but also tender.

He pulled off his shirt and straddled me, his hardness pressing into my mound through my jeans.

Hell, did I want him. But I held back, letting him set the pace and enjoy my squirming.

He stroked my cheek, tracing its edge.

I shivered under his touch, my back arching to be closer to him.

He held my gaze, then bunched my bra down to free my breasts.

My taut nipples turned to buds at the rush of cold air. Such a sweet, torturous tease.

‘Please,’ I gasped. I didnae even ken what I was asking. I just wanted him. All of him. Now.

He ducked his head and sucked on my throbbing nipples.

I curled my toes, a moan escaping. Shoots of pleasure bedded in my core and rushed through me. I shivered, my legs quivering around him.

His slow smirk told me he loved holding my pleasure in his hands as much as I did his.

The calluses on his palms scratched my side. He slid a hand between us to undo my jeans.

I was wet and so ready for him, my clit throbbing with anticipation and my breath hitched at that smouldering fire in his gaze.

He yanked the jeans out of his way, the seams stretching.

I didn’t care if they ripped. Anything between us needed to go. 

He threw the bunched fabric to the floor and pushed aside my knickers.

I squeezed his arse. I begged him with my eyes to make a move. I didn’t want any more foreplay. I wanted him, swelling inside me.

And he knew it. He filled me in one strong stroke, hitting that sweet spot that set my nerves alight.

Immediately, I felt complete, right, whole. And I needed more. I needed him deeper, closer.

I cupped his chin and we watched each other as he thrusted again, and again.

‘Yes, like that. Hell, yes.’

He stretched me, pulling just enough to flare pleasure with pain. It burned so good.

‘You feel amazing. You are amazing,’ I whispered. He was all mine, to keep for good. Being with him felt like home. Safe. Cared for. Protected. Fought for. Supported. Maybe even loved.

Our slick skin slid with each push and release. I gasped air in and dug my hands into his shoulders, his arse, anything I could hold on to.

‘You’re so tight,’ he huffed.

‘Push harder. Please, Shane.’

He increased his pace, his breath hard and heavy, hot on my shivering neck. His balls slapped against me with each thrust, and I moaned, my clit crying out as he pushed me to the edge and over.

I tensed, riding waves of sheer bliss, the world falling away to the two of us as he pumped hard and then shuddered inside me, sucking on my neck and sending me over a second cliff.

Our breathing matched and our hearts thumped together through our chests. My heart swelled. Damn, but even if I had to fuck him through jail cell bars, I was not missing out on that again.

And when my hitched breathing finally slowed, all I could do was grin and hold him, the smell of our sex heavy in the air. I’d never felt so close to someone, so at home. My soul was bare to him, and he was still here, on board for the ride. 

I kissed the crook of his neck and smiled against his skin. ‘Are you still never letting me go?’

‘Not a chance, trouble.’

I grinned, syrupy warmth filling me.




* * *




I slept through the night without any bad dreams. I credited Shane’s arms for most of it, one claiming my waist and the other under my pillow so he could nuzzle in behind me. And the rest to how much he’d worn me out. I smirked. My legs had been like pudding.

I listened to our breaths, in sync. He’d helped me through more than anyone ever had. And he’d done it for the same reason I’d insisted he take more time off, helped him stand up to Eugene, and patch things with his dad. Because he cared. He was so sweet and kind and sexy, and I’d fallen for him. Big time.

Shane moaned and tightened his hold on my waist. ‘Why are you moving?’

I rubbed the crick in my neck. ‘I didn’t think you were awake.’

‘Mmm.’

I smiled at his sleepy drawl and twisted to watch him, his nose half hidden in the pillow, his hair bed-ruffled, begging for my fingers to smooth it.

But I lifted Shane’s hand off my waist. Tempting as he was, my panting and sweat last night had told me I needed to get back to dancing fitness. And that meant cardio. Lots of it.

Shane reclaimed my waist and gripped me tight. ‘Where you going? It’s barely light.’

‘A run.’

‘Now? Why?’ He sat, not bothering to hold the covers. They pooled in his waist, revealing wonderful inches of that V. My imagination filled in the rest.

I looked away before I decided on another kind of workout. ‘Yes, now. And because I need to stay fit.’

He smirked and patted the bed. ‘I can help with that.’

I rolled my eyes but laughed. ‘That’s not off the menu, trust me. After, okay?’

‘Give me an hour and I’ll come with you?’

‘That’s okay. I’ll be done by then.’

He thumped back onto the bed, and the covers slipped, showing me his long, hard cock.

‘Well, I’ll be here when you get back.’

I knew that much. Smiling, I closed the door and nodded to Inziya. ‘I’m going for a run.’

‘I’ll come with… oh. never mind.’ She patted my shoulder, eying Grim’s approach. ‘Enjoy your run, Perry!’

‘What run?’

Inzi had already disappeared.

I grinned. ‘This way, Grim!’

I jogged downstairs, out the doors, then to the side of the school. A hard-packed trail meandered through the trees and around the lake. Eventually it led back to the front doors. About five kilometres, all told.

Grim ran behind me, one of his weapons clinking, but he didn’t complain, or breathe hard, so dragging him along wasn’t as much fun as I’d thought it’d be.

We’d lost the cold front, and at times there was a whiff of spring on the breeze, but I didn’t see much new growth yet. Though I did smell the wet earth and the edge of the Baltic wind, its bite had softened.

I increased my pace, my mind wandering with the rhythmic thumping of my feet on the empty trail. Shane was so sweet last night, but also so strong. The way he held me, I felt like the world couldn’t touch me. Like I did when Ivy… my heart clenched. The world could touch me anywhere, it seemed. 

The memory took the edge off my glow fast. So I went over our next options. We didn’t have many. I didn’t have any way of finding where the women went with my spirit powers, but I did ken someone on the WMCF raid or in the coven had tipped off the McKees. If I touched enough of them, I might find out who… but I’d never get that kind of access.

My step faltered, and I flung my hands out to stop myself falling flat on my face.

The coven was having a party this weekend to celebrate Tibor’s tenth year in charge. It was all over the supernatural press. Everyone in the coven would be there, and most the influential families. That’d be the perfect time and place to brush against multiple suspects, if I got an invite. And I knew just who to ask.

I grinned and almost flew around the rest of the course.








  
  
  Chapter 16

  
  




Shauna, Ivy, Shane, and Inzi dropped me off at the service entrance to an imposing castle.

I’d have brought Keller and the wider WMCF on board, but the raid proved the force had too many moles. 

The moment they sought approval for an undercover op, the relevant people would be on edge, watching for me, which defeated the point and put me at greater risk. Though more backup would’ve been reassuring.

The resort was grand, five storeys tall with pointed turrets and a spacious courtyard which was dominated by a busty mermaid water feature, the flowers at its base carefully manicured to show at their best. Nightlights lit the scene in blues and purples.

If they had the money, witches could do everything here from ice skate in winter to golf in summer. And the inside was even more versatile. They had an Olympic-sized swimming pool, a bar, gymnasium, snooker tables, and a fully decked-out spa. Not to mention a ballroom. How the upper class lived…

‘You can still back out,’ Shane said.

Not this again.

I’d also like to go on record to say this is a bad idea. If you’re recognised…

Inzi is only a call away.

And if that’s too long? These aren’t students, Bianca. They can kill you before you twitch for your phone.

I know.

I felt overly warm, sweating under my heavy makeup, but I had to do this.

Shauna and Ivy had already confirmed the WMCF operation didn’t have any new leads.

I couldn’t sit and do nothing when no one was helping those women. They weren’t just a ticket to an easier retrial, they were women like Avery. Like me. Imprisoned for no reason. They deserved my help.

I opened my car door and blew Shane a kiss.

His frown didn’t shift. ‘If you need me…’

‘I’ll call you.’

His jaw tightened. ‘I’ll be right outside.’

‘Oi! You!’

My stomach swirled. Did they recognise me?

Shane’s eyes widened. He ducked farther into the car, out of sight. But he’d jump out if there was trouble.

It’d be fine. I straightened.

I was caked in contouring makeup. Magical solutions were too easy to spot. My normally full cheeks were razor sharp cheekbones, my chin pointier, my nose thinner, and we’d darkened my foundation a few shades to go with the dark-brown wig. I looked more Mediterranean than Scottish. But my face was so recognisable after the trial… 

Moment of truth time.

Slowly, I turned around.

A man in a blue suit waved me over. ‘Are you done with your social life? You’re late. Servers go straight to the bar. It’s through there, on your right.’ He pointed the way.

I blew out my breath and nodded my thanks. Inzi’s undercover makeup training had done its job. 

The bar was traditional in style, all dark, polished wood. Two bartenders stood behind it, filling litre mugs of lager, beer, or cider, and fancy glasses with cocktails.

The female bartender’s magenta hair took me aback. With her formal suit, in an upmarket resort, her wild style seemed out of place.

She waved and pointed to a tray of cocktail glasses already prepped for delivery, the rims dusted with sugar and sliced fruit.

‘Take that one into the drawing room.’

‘Where’s that?’

She sighed. ‘You’re new?’ She tutted. ‘Why do they always try out the newbies on the busiest day of the year? It’s out the courtyard, through the far doors, left, left, right, and second door on your left.’

I felt dizzy trying to hold on to those turns but repeated them back to her a few times, then again and again in my own head like a mantra as I balanced the drinks tray and struggled to open each set of doors, the cocktails threatening to overflow.

But with only one wrong turn into a library-cum-storage room, I found the drawing room. It was dark, musty, and masculine with wood-panelled walls and an oak floor. Yet the ceiling was striking, a burst of sea blues and gold filigree.

I jumped at a sharp zap and prickle of static electricity, raising the hair on my arms.

Two men across the room laughed. One ran electric sparks over his fingertips like water, then blew them out one by one.

Lovely. Rich witches were even bigger arseholes than rich humans.

I walked in the opposite direction. Shock me and laugh at my expense, fine, but they’d be the last in the room to be offered a drink. Petty, maybe, but screw it.

I made sure to brush against everyone I passed, touching skin wherever possible.

So far, no visions, which was probably a good thing when I was carrying delicate glassware. I wasn’t sure if I’d drop the tray or cling to it so hard everything fell and shattered. Neither was ideal.

My disguise passed casual inspection, but to prolonged stares while I stood, frozen in place? Aye. Whole different kind of test.

Yay for me. The drinks were gone long before I had to circle back to the zapping chuckle idiots.

I hurried back to the bar, hoping they’d have a different room for me this time.

The older guy behind the bar snapped his fingers and pointed to a tray with six litres of lager.

‘Courtyard.’

I nodded and ducked out of the room. At least I knew where the courtyard was.

Six men smoked, bathed in purple light. They chatted about golf and tennis and car problems.

If I ignored how they lit their cigarettes with magic, it could be an upper-class discussion anywhere.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, balancing the tray in one hand and handing out the mugs in the other, my fingers ‘accidentally’ touching each man’s hand as they took the handle.

One touch gave me a brief flash of a man yelling at his wife and shaking her silly. He looked normal enough in the castle courtyard. His polo shirt and posh chino trousers fit in… but you never knew who had an anger problem. I hurried back to the bar.

The pink-haired woman added the last drink to a tray and sighed. ‘You again. This one’s for the sauna. They may want fresh towels, too. You’ll find them outside the door on racks.’

‘A sauna?’ I raised an eyebrow.

She shrugged. ‘Plus-ones and wives are making a girls’ weekend of it.’

If I could… I probably would, too. ‘Okay, where is it?’

She directed me.

I hurried through the steps before I forgot, finding myself outside a plain door. A long rack filled with fresh white towels was mounted to the wall, a sure sign I was in the right place.

I pushed inside and bit my lip. This makeup better be waterproof because water soaked the air. 

The closest woman pulled her towel tighter against the draught. 

I circled around. 

When my drinks tray was empty, a woman with a sharp nose told me to bring towels for everyone, stat.

I gathered three at a time and handed them out, making sure we brushed hands or arms if we didn’t with the drinks.

Two women didn’t touch me, and I didn’t get anything from their towels either. Trying again brought too much attention, so I memorised what they looked like, in case I came across them later on.

Through the night, I went back and forth from the bar to various groups scattered across multiple floors and locations.

The guests moved around frequently, enjoying the atmosphere and the fast-flowing drinks, but ten minutes before midnight, the mood changed, organisers flitting between groups to inform everyone to meet in the ballroom.

I doubted the plus-ones would make an appearance, but most people would be there, which meant I should be, too.

At some point they’d hung the room with fairy lights… wait, no. Those were floating orbs of flame and electric light. Workers were spaced along each wall, maintaining the lights with fresh bursts of magic.

I mingled with the crowd. 

Perseus brought out the cake, and Tibor took his place centre stage, blushing and ducking his head to his colleagues’ and friends’ praise.

This was the most dangerous moment for me. The coven and the most influential families all gathered in one place. They could out me at any moment.

A few times as Tibor thanked his team of the last few years, I felt twinges from the crowd, but each time I zeroed in on someone with a fake smile, an overly enthusiastic clap, or a bitter sneer. Tibor had his enemies, like anyone in such a powerful position. Especially after my trial.

My drinks ran out before the end of his speech, so I had to run out and come back. When I did, a man waved me over to a group gathered around a food and drinks table below the stage. The coven.

I sucked in my breath and tried to turn away, pretend I hadn’t seen them, but one of the hangers-on yelled loud enough the witches around me heard and pointed me in their direction. Rude. But, no getting out of it now. I was about to see if my disguise survived a meeting with the people who had watched me all through my trial.

‘Good, drinks!’ the shouter said, taking a litre mug and guzzling almost a third of it in one go. ‘Such a good evening, Tibor.’ He clapped his shoulder and moved on, shoving past me.

He didn’t give me pause, but three of the coven members did. The briefest glance at one sent a putrid churning through my gut. Perseus.

He sipped at an old drink, barely touching it, and made small talk with the others.

Nothing looked out of the ordinary, but that gut feeling was more than enough to confirm my previous suspicions about him.

I tried to offer him another drink, but he shook his head. I’d have to get to him another way.

Tray empty, I slid past the other two dubious coven members. Both set my hairs on end but didn’t offer a vision.

The coven definitely had people who didn’t have the best motivations.

Though strangely, Tibor hadn’t set me off. He didn’t like the Wildes, but he didn’t seem to have anything to do with the McKees or the captured women. Maybe he was the reason the raid was approved at all.




* * *




Two hours later, I was on cleaning duty with the rest of the service workers.

We weren’t allowed music, so it was a long, dreary affair scouting for rubbish behind tables, in flowerpots, or crumpled on the floor. And there was a lot of ground to cover.

The ballroom door opened, and Shauna strode in.

‘There you are!’ she said, loud enough for everyone to hear. ‘We need you back at the house.’

She took my arm and brought me to the bar to collect my things.

‘How’d it go?’ she whispered.

‘Mixed.’

The pink-haired bartender put up a finger when she saw me. ‘Newbie. Hold on.’ She threw down the towel she was using to scrub the bar and took a blank envelope out of a drawer. ‘This was left for you.’

‘By who?’

She shrugged. ‘Some woman. Not a regular.’

I checked it. No sign of the sender and no name. ‘You’re sure it’s for me?’

My gut bubbled. No one was supposed to ken I was here.

‘Hand-delivered. They pointed you out by eye.’ She frowned and squinted at me.

With the brighter lights on and after I’d spent hours sweating through my makeup, she probably saw more than I wanted her to. We’d need to wrap this up.

‘Okay, thanks.’ I waved the envelope. ‘Maybe I’ll see you at the next event?’

‘Sure. Maybe.’ She threw me a second envelope. ‘There’s your pay.’ She went back to scrubbing.

I shoved the pay in my back pocket. The first envelope was far more worrying.

Shauna hustled me out the back doors and into her waiting car. Ivy was behind the wheel, and Shane and Inzi were in the back.

Shane pulled me against him and squeezed the life out of me.

He must’ve been worried stupid, trying not to text me and ask for updates. I’d be the same in his place.

‘I’m so glad you’re okay,’ he whispered, smoothing my hair. ‘Why didn’t you ring? We’ve been waiting to hear from you for the last hour.’

‘I got roped into cleaning. Shauna saved me.’

Shane’s eyes darted to the envelope. ‘What is that? Your pay?’

I swallowed, mouth dry. He’d told me this mission would be trouble, but he’d be so worried to be proved right.

‘It was hand-delivered. For me.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Someone knew you were there? What does it say?’

‘I haven’t looked yet.’

Lyall flapped his wings and landed on my shoulder. He’d been waiting in the car for hours.

You okay, Lyall?

Dying of boredom. Get on with it. Open the letter. I can’t see any magic attached to it.

Pays to be sure.

‘Can any of you see if this letter is spelled?’

It seemed clean to me, but they all had more experience of the magical world than I did.

‘Can’t see anything,’ Ivy said.

‘Me neither.’ Shauna made a hurrying motion. ‘Open it!’

‘Nor me,’ Inzi said.

And she was the most highly trained person here…

Shane moved closer, eyes on the envelope, and I smiled. I loved it when he got protective.

I tore open the seal.

A folded sheet of parchment was tucked inside. Thick and posh but without a logo, name, or signed author.

I read the note, and my gut bubbled. ‘Stop looking.’

Shane snatched it from my hands and glared at the handwriting, as if trying to burn it from existence.

‘I knew this party was a bad idea,’ he said, his shoulders stiff, his hands clenched.

I stroked his hand and laced my fingers through his. I loved how much he worried. It bothered me too. But we needed to focus on who’d sent it.

Shauna took the letter. ‘I can show this to someone our family works with from time to time. Maybe they can track a signature from it.’

‘You can try. Maybe we’ll get lucky.’

I wasn’t optimistic. No one delivered a threat like this in person. But I didn’t have any other solid leads. Apart from… 

‘I met Perseus. He gave me a very bad vibe.’

Shauna’s eyes widened. ‘You’re sure then? He has something to do with this?’

‘Positive.’

Ivy’s foot grew heavy on the accelerator, pushing me into the door at the next bend.

‘Ease up a little, Ivy!’ Shauna said.

‘That bastard! I bet he has Avery’s children with him somewhere. Screw proof. We should corner him, demand he tells us where they are.’

I didn’t think it’d be that simple. I eyed Shauna, and her expression said much the same.

‘We need to step carefully,’ Shauna said. ‘We’ve exhausted our favours on the coven.’

‘And whose fault is that!’ Ivy snapped.

‘We might never have found her without Bianca. You know how much help she’s been.’

Ivy grumbled, and I smiled, remembering how she did that every morning before her coffee. I shook myself. I shouldn’t be remembering things like that. I shouldn’t know that at all.

‘You okay, Bee?’ Shane asked, frowning.

‘Aye, fine. Just a weird memory.’

I blew out my breath. How did we move on from here? We had so little.

Shane squeezed my thigh.

I leaned into him. His quiet support made all the difference and gave me an idea.

‘Maybe you can’t get to Perseus through the coven,’ I said, ‘but you can still watch him. He’s bound to slip sooner or later. Babies need feeding and care round the clock. He can’t leave them alone for long.’

‘There’s a few people I trust who can help,’ Inzi said.

I looked her in the eye. ‘You’d trust them with your life?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’d put money on him being the last person we pin to this,’ Ivy said, her voice cracking. ‘He’s a cunning bastard. He would’ve thought this through every which way before getting involved.’

I winced and stared at the letter in Shauna’s hands until the clawing need to comfort Ivy passed. Once this was over, I was taking a long, long break from the Delvauxs.








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




We couldn’t track the letter for almost a week. Ivy and Shauna’s signature tracker wasn’t enthusiastic about what she called a wild goose chase across the witch community. She’d taken a lot of convincing, which meant a lot of money. But today we’d finally make more progress.

The Delvauxs parked outside the academy. I peered into the back for the tracker, expecting a blonde, young, ambitious thing.

She wasn’t what I expected. White-haired with more frown lines than smile lines, she had to be in her sixties, and she’d dressed for a long day – jeans, warm coat, and heavy, buckled boots. I’d put money on them being steel-capped.

‘She’s something,’ Shane said.

‘Yeah. Not what I thought she’d be either.’

‘Is that for me?’ She eyed the cardboard wallet Inzi held, the envelope safe inside – plastic didn’t breathe well and erased much of a signature, apparently.

Inzi handed the wallet over.

‘Where do we start?’ I asked.

The tracker wagged her finger. ‘Young ’uns are so impatient…’ She opened the wallet and took a deep breath, her frown lines sharper. She slowly turned in a circle. ‘North.’

Shauna drove while the rest of us packed into the back, squished tight together with six of us, with the windows down so the tracker could better follow the trail.

She had her head half outside the car like the tracker on the raid, and we got more than a few horns and funny looks once we reached the main roads. Especially since we drove way below the speed limit.

She cursed. ‘Lost it again. Pull over.’

Shauna slammed on the brakes and turned sharply onto the edge of the road. 

The logging truck behind us blared its horn and rocked the car as it sped by.

‘Do we have to go at a snail’s pace?’ Ivy asked.

‘That’s the process, honey. I’d rather be home, tucking into my apple pie, but nooo, you wanted me to track some poor delivery boy to his house.’ She raised an eyebrow.

‘Sorry,’ Ivy mumbled.

‘I’m sure you are, honey.’ The tracker took the envelope out again. A minute or two later, she pointed to the turnoff we’d just passed. ‘That way.’

Hours later, the latest road ended at a decrepit shack. This had to be a mistake. And yet, the tracker got out of the car and walked straight up the garden path.

‘This is it,’ she said.

‘You’re sure?’ Shauna asked, locking the car.

The older woman put her hand on her hip. ‘Do you trust me to do the job or not, youngling?’

Shauna sighed but raised her fist and knocked.

The door gave under her hand, moving backwards in the loose frame.

I was ready to call it abandoned when a face appeared at hip height. The young girl looked past us, towards the car, then back inside.

She shuffled her feet. ‘Who are you?’

Shane cleared his throat and crouched to the girl’s level. ‘Are your parents home?’

He was so sweet, engaging her, reminding me how Ivy had been with children, so soft and open.

I shook my head. Not my memories.

The girl’s lips thinned, and I knew she must be thinking through a good argument, trying to make us believe they’d be back any minute. And she’d paled. I didn’t want her scared.

‘How about we wait in the car?’ Shane glanced ever so briefly over the girl’s shoulder at the scabby, patched couch. ‘Is that okay? You can tell your parents to meet us outside.’

He was so good at working out how others felt, which was probably how he’d wormed his way around my walls.

The girl nodded and closed the door.

We returned to the car.

Our tracker pestered Shauna until she unlocked the doors, then claimed the passenger seat.

‘I’m telling you, the one you want lives there,’ she said, her legs hanging out the door.

‘It has to be her parents,’ Shauna said. ‘And she won’t say anything till they get home, so we may as well get comfortable.’

I rubbed my eyes. Waiting for hours after our six-hour road trip wasn’t appealing.

‘Did you want to rest in the car?’ Shane asked. He moved to open the back.

‘No, I’m fine.’

I eyed our tracker. I’d expected her to complain. She’d tried to hide it, but every backtrack on the road had pissed her off, like a personal affront on her time and skills. But now she was massaging lotion into her hands, not the slightest bit bothered by the delay.

‘Did you see anything that’d help us speed this up?’ I asked.

‘Sorry, no.’

I took Shauna’s arm and led her away from the car, out of earshot. ‘How are you paying her?’

‘Why is that important?’

‘By the day, or the hour?’

‘The hour. She insisted. And her rate is extortionate.’

‘Do you trust her?’

Shauna tilted her hand. ‘She’s the only tracker we knew who might help. She doesn’t care about trials and murders. She follows the money.’

‘And how far are we from the academy, if we drove straight here?’

‘I don’t know… three hours?’

I nodded, went to the car, and grabbed the tracker’s wrinkled hands.

She tried to jerk away, her hands slipping with all that moisturiser, but I held on tight.

My gut wrenched, and I got a flash of the broken shack overlaid with various colours, leading in and around and away at varying intensities.

The letter bundled inside the cardboard pouch in her hands was the exact same shade of purple as a fresh trail that led out of the shack and into the woods. It ended only ten metres into the tree line.

I gritted my teeth. She’d kept us waiting to fill her pocket. Maybe a few of those backtracks on the road were on purpose.

When I came back to myself, our tracker had snatched her hands back, but we didn’t need her for this part anymore.

‘This way,’ I said.

Shauna and Ivy shared a frown but followed. Shane stuck to my side.

Our tracker joined us too, suddenly finding the energy to half jog. ‘I have bills to pay and three grandkids whose parents are hopeless.’

‘Lives are at risk, Mabel,’ Ivy snapped.

Her shoulders slumped, and she slowed.

We left her behind at the tree line. 

There. A black hoodie.

I hurried past a crop of bushes, towards a woman trying and failing to hide behind a tree trunk. ‘We need to talk to you,’ I said.

She backed away.

I raised my hands. ‘We don’t want to hurt you. Just talk.’

She stopped trying to run. ‘I don’t want to get involved,’ she said. ‘I don’t have any money. I’m sorry. Please, leave us alone.’

‘We don’t want your money,’ I said. How could someone all the way out here be behind the letter? ‘Just information.’

From the terror on her pale face and how wide her eyes were, she wasn’t the mastermind behind this.

I glanced at Shane. 

He took one step closer, and the woman shrank back.

Shauna took over, offering the woman her hand. ‘I’m Shauna Martin. It’s good to meet you…?’

‘Valerie.’

‘Valerie, wonderful. Now, maybe we can come to an agreement? We only want to know who asked you to deliver a letter to my friend.’

‘The blank one at the party?’

‘Yes, that’s the one.’

She rubbed her arms and looked through the trees, towards the shack. ‘I needed the money.’

‘We’re not here to tell you off or take your money away. We just want to know who gave it to you.’

She bit her lip. ‘They threatened my daughter.’

‘We left her safe inside the house. We’re not like that.’

She nodded slowly. ‘I can’t say anything. I don’t want them to find out. They’re connected.’

‘So are we.’

She frowned and glanced at something. A moth, but spirit light surrounded it. The moth was her familiar. No wonder she was so fragile. But at least that meant she was a witch.

Valerie kept glancing at me, like I’d strangled her cat. And a witch was also a curse. They’d all ken exactly who I was.

I backed up a good few metres.

She grew less tense the farther I went. Like I was diseased.

Shane rubbed my back in silent support.

‘He came in the middle of the night and threw money at me. A few thousand. Then he demanded I deliver the letter. The taxi was already waiting, and I… didn’t argue.’

‘And your girl?’ Shauna asked. ‘Did she see anything?’

Valerie rubbed her throat. ‘That’s why I agreed so quickly. He said he’d stay with her until I was done. He’s never threatened her before. And he’s Cognata, and strong. Way stronger than me. I didn’t think anyone would come here about a letter.’

Shana patted the woman’s arm. ‘It’s okay. You didn’t do anything wrong. But we need to know who he is.’

The woman shook. 

This trail was taking too long. Every day we were away from the women, the higher the chance more of them would die. We’d already wasted a week waiting for Mabel.

Ivy glanced over her shoulder at me and nodded. She must have had the same thought.

So I approached the woman, my gut quivering at the way she shuddered and shook. I couldn’t let her personal opinion of me get in the way. We needed to stop the McKees.

I grabbed her wrist before she snatched it back. Her most prominent emotional memory immediately obliterated the darkness I usually Saw for the first few seconds of a vision.

I peeked through the gaps in her house’s walls when a smart car approached, followed by an older taxi. A man stepped out. I signalled for her daughter to hide in the bedroom.

The man pounded on the door until it gave under his fist, smacking off the wall.

The house shuddered, and I glanced at her shaking hands.

He stalked through the door and cornered her.

He reeked of stale alcohol, but she couldn’t get around him.

He threw a wodge of money on the sofa, then pushed the envelope into her chest.

‘You will deliver this to the Wildes girl. The taxi driver knows where she is. And be quick about it. I’ll wait here with little Sami.’

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

He tsked. ‘I didn’t ask your opinion.’

He took her arm and burned the skin until a red handprint marked her. The white-hot pain seared, but she gritted her teeth through it with barely a squeak.

I jolted back into myself, rubbing my arm and eying the woman’s long sleeves. She was stronger than she looked.

‘She’s not lying. A man came and threatened her until she agreed to deliver the letter.’

‘Who was the man?’ Ivy asked.

I didn’t recognise him. And describing him… he was so average. Brown hair, brown eyes, tanned white skin, jeans and a t-shirt, though I suspected they were designer. ‘Rich. Plain. Average?’

‘Did you see his familiar?’ Shauna asked.

Slowly, I shook my head. The familiar must’ve waited in the car, but then how did this woman ken he was Cognata?

‘Do you know him?’ I asked.

‘No.’

This time I didn’t believe her. She’d hidden her daughter the moment she’d seen his car. He’d hurt her before.

‘You do. Who is he?’

‘I don’t know him.’

I gritted my teeth. ‘Who. Is. He?’

‘I can’t. He’ll hurt us.’

‘He won’t dare,’ Shauna said.

The mother pursed her lips. ‘And how will you stop him? Will you leave a guard all the way out here to watch out for us? For how long? Weeks? I don’t think so.’

‘Let’s go,’ Shane said.

Ivy threw her hands up. ‘Go? We don’t have anything!’

He pulled her away from the house. The rest of us followed. 

‘She isn’t going to talk. She has her child to think about,’ he said.

He was right. We were pushing too hard.

Ivy’s head drooped, the fire in her eyes dampening. ‘What about Mabel?’ she asked. ‘Can’t she track this new person? Bianca Saw where he stood, what he touched. There has to be something she can go on.’

Except I’d been inside Mabel’s mind, seen her ability at work, and the only signatures were ours and this family’s. ‘She can’t see his signature,’ I said. ‘Maybe it’s already faded.’

‘No, it lasts at least a week.’

‘Then maybe we overlaid it?’ I thought about where the man had parked and stood. He’d kept to well-travelled areas. We may have walked over his trail.

I glanced at our tracker. She’d bundled back into the car and was scrolling through her phone. Not so sorry, after all.

‘Are we sure she only wanted money? She could have seen a trail before we arrived and let us overwrite it.’

Shauna hesitated, but Ivy shook her head. 

‘She’s not that cold,’ Ivy said. ‘She knew what Avery meant to me, and she was an old friend of her mother’s, even if they were at odds lately. She wants the money, but she wants to help us, too.’

I rubbed my eyes until I saw stars.

‘Okay, then we need to find someone who knows Valerie well. Someone who can tell us who this guy is, or convince her to tell us.’

She had to have a friend who remembered someone who’d scared her that badly. Or parents, relatives… Sami’s teacher, even. But how would we find someone like that, in the middle of nowhere?

‘Valerie is what, late thirties?’ Shauna asked.

I shrugged. ‘Around that, probably.’ Her girl looked about seven.

‘Then… hold on.’

Shauna got out her phone and spoke briefly to another woman, giving her the short version of what was going on.

Whoever they were, they had to be close for her to admit they were looking into Avery’s murder.

Shauna hung up. ‘Lily is the ringleader of the biggest witch gossips. She’ll know someone. She said she’d have an answer in…’ Her phone rang. ‘Now, apparently.’

They talked for another few minutes. ‘Jonathon Goode,’ Shauna said, slipping the phone back into her bag.

I whistled. Gossips existed everywhere. ‘So who’s Jonathon Goode?’

She grinned. ‘The man we need to ask for answers. Let’s go.’

‘You know where he lives?’ Shane asked.

Yeah, surprised me, too. The rumour mill wasn’t usually that accurate.

‘Throw a stone from the busiest witch bar, and you’ll always find a Goode,’ she said.

Brilliant. An alcoholic. My day was getting better and better.
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The nearest witch bar was three towns over and more club than bar.

From the faded lettering, the tall stone building used to be a factory, but the windows now had curtains to keep out the outside world. Bass thumped through the tag-covered walls, a sure sign you’d lose reality within.

All the graffiti didn’t bode well for the clientele, but they had a bouncer – a witch in his thirties with jet-black hair and a human familiar, who lounged around the side of the building, watching the other door.

‘Adam, how is your sister doing?’ Shauna asked, walking around him to open the door.

He caught her wrist. ‘You’re never that nice to me. And you never slum it all the way out here.’ He narrowed his eyes at the rest of us. ‘What are you up to?’

Ivy flicked her hair back. ‘A party, stupid. This place is the only thing to pass for entertainment out here. Who’s singing tonight?’

‘I don’t buy it.’

She was laying it on a bit thick.

He crossed his arms and blocked the door. His familiar did the same on the side door, more for effect than any practical use.

‘I think you’d better go,’ Adam said.

Shauna squared off with him. ‘You have no reason to block our entry.’

‘And I don’t care. You’re up to something, and I don’t want to deal with it.’

I moved under the security light, giving him a good view of my face. ‘How about you let us in?’

His eyes boggled. ‘You! You shouldn’t be anywhere without your guards.’

Well, so much for the fear factor.

Shane stuck to my side, while Shauna ran for the side door and burst through Adam’s familiar to enter the building.

Scowling, the familiar tore after her.

‘Where is your guard?’ the bouncer snapped, his phone already in his hand.

I waved Inzi out from the shadows. 

She showed him her WMCF badge. ‘Present and accounted for.’

That threat dealt with, the bouncer cursed and chased Shauna, but she was already lost in the crowd, with a head start. If she evaded his familiar, she had a decent chance of pulling this off.

I wavered. Should I go in and help?

Shane put his arm around my shoulders. ‘I know you want to join the fun, but you’re better off on the sidelines for now.’

He was right. There’d be hundreds of witches in there who might do far worse than yell at me.

‘This way,’ Ivy said, ‘we wait in the car.’

We piled in and waited. And waited.

Fifteen minutes later, Adam reprised his role on the door, looking a wee bit sheepish. But there was no sign of Shauna.

Twenty minutes later, Ivy’s phone chirped. She unclasped her hands long enough to read the message and then drove at speed to the side door.

‘Open the back door!’ Ivy yelled.

I opened it just in time.

Shauna dragged a man who matched the one from my vision of Valerie. She stuffed him into the car ahead of her and clambered in. It was a tight squeeze with six of us, and now we had a seventh, unconscious over our laps. Definitely not legal.

Ivy drove off as Shauna was shutting the door.

Our new lead wouldn’t talk for a while. He was out cold. ‘What did you do to him?’

She shrugged. ‘Tequila. Didn’t take much. He was already a mess.’

I sighed and buckled my seatbelt around him with some work. I didn’t want him flying through the windscreen. Without me, he’d be safely enjoying tonight’s music rather than speeding down a highway.

We stopped the car on an empty stretch of road and dragged our hostage out, propping him against the tyres.

Shauna tapped his face. 

He didn’t wake, so she kicked him. 

Still no joy.

Inzi smacked the guy, whipping his head to the side.

He called out, his eyes snapping open, and rubbed his jaw. ‘I can pay next week!’

Shane and I glanced at each other. How had this wretch come to be holding that letter?

‘You’re in luck,’ Shauna said. ‘We’re not here for your money. We might even pay you for the right information.’

He straightened. ‘What’d you lovely ladies want from me?’

Gross. I dangled the envelope in front of his nose. ‘Seen this before?’

He went to take it, but I snatched it back. Couldn’t have him contaminating the evidence.

‘Looks vaguely familiar.’

Inzi slapped him again. ‘We’re not paying you anything until you tell us what you know.’

He rubbed his head and frowned, eyes squinted as if trying to remember. ‘I met someone. He got between me and a beating, gave them money to leave me alone. He asked me to deliver that letter.’ He smirked. ‘Course I had it arranged.’

‘With your ex-girlfriend. How’d you do that, cretin, hit her?’ Shane asked. ’She’s terrified of you.’

He spat on the ground. ‘Asking the whore nicely has no effect.’

Now I wanted to slap him. ‘What did the guy who talked to you look like?’

‘I dunno. Dark hair. Kind of tall.’

‘Descriptive.’

‘Shit me, I was drunk, woman! I can’t catalogue everything about everyone I meet.’

And there were his true colours, shining through. ‘Not even the man who gets you out of a beating and a debt?’

He shrugged.

I’d think he was lying, but he hadn’t recognised me yet.

Inzi unsheathed a knife and placed the tip under his chin. ‘You got a name for this man?’

‘Didn’t ask.’

Blood trickled along her blade. ‘You’re sure?’

He swallowed hard. ‘Positive.’

‘And you have nothing he gave you?’ I asked.

We still had the penny-pinching tracker, snoring in the back seat. If he had anything, we could use it. Either to track it or to try for a vision.

‘No. He paid the guys who were after me. He only gave me the letter.’

I wouldn’t trust this drunken dobber to remember where to take a letter. ‘Search him,’ I said.

Inzi dragged him to his feet. Shane held him still while she searched him, pulling out all his pockets.

He had ten Euros on him and scrunched receipts.

Inzi went through them. ‘All for the pub… wait. This one has handwriting on the back.’

Our captive cursed and twisted in Inzi’s hold, stretching to grab it back.

Inzi kicked him in the balls. He collapsed to the ground, spent.

I was so right to like her.

I’m glad she’s on your side.

Me, too.

‘You didn’t want us to find that note?’ Shauna asked. ‘Why not?’

‘He said it had to be secret,’ he gasped, cradling his groin. ‘Couldn’t trace it back to him, or I’d pay for it.’

Inzi waved the note with a flutter. ‘Then this is exactly what our tracker needs.’

‘Mabel! We need you!’ Ivy yelled.

Inzi shook the older lady awake and put the note in her hands.

She yawned and turned it over. ‘Different signature. Faint, like they kept from touching the note, but I can follow it if we go now.’

Ivy jutted her chin towards our rubbered friend. ‘Do we still need him?’

I blew out my breath. Getting rid of him saved us time and energy and freed much-needed space in the car.

‘Leave him here,’ Shauna said. She got in the car.

Sounded good to me. He’d dug his own hole with his debts, drunkenness, and dumping his problems at his ex-girlfriend’s door.

The rest of us piled in the car and drove off before our drunk friend tried the handles. With a bit of walking, he’d get to a village and find his own way home. He might even be sober by then.




* * *




We drove most the night, Shauna and Ivy taking turns to kip or drive, the tracker often turning us around or sending us back on ourselves.

The note writer had disguised their trail. Or our tracker was trying to get more money again. Hard to tell. But I doubted she’d try that twice in one job. She’d ruin her reputation.

But I finally felt like we were getting somewhere when we turned off a back road and onto a muddy track that ended in something like a car park. Couldn’t be much farther now.

Shauna stopped the car, and we all got out, staring at our tracker.

She turned full circle, pausing at a number of points, checking, rechecking.

‘This way,’ she said. 

She led us into the trees on what was nothing more than an animal track. Shauna walked with her, using her phone to light the way.

A car park in the middle of the woods gave me the creeps. Where we were going now was anyone’s guess.

‘I don’t like this,’ Inzi said. ‘We should’ve come back in daylight, with Perry.’

‘He’s not a big fan of road trips,’ I said.

Shane grunted beside me, his gaze glued to the trees. He didn’t feel comfortable here either. 

He was a great protector, but I wouldn’t have said no to Grim’s help if he was willing. I didn’t want to see Shane get hurt again, chasing whoever sent this letter. But we hadn’t had time to ask Grim and wait for his arrival. The signature was so faint we couldn’t afford to wait.

We still might lose this guy and we didn’t have the resources for a wider, more intensive man hunt. Those women were relying on us to fix this. To find them and show the whole community what the McKees had done for power.

Our tracker hesitated. ‘The trail is so, so thin here…’

Inzi blinked away from my side and reappeared by Shauna, then to each side of our group. ‘I don’t see anything. You’re sure it ends here?’

‘Well, I can’t see another track. So yes. And don’t think I’m lying. I’m not walking into the woods in the middle of nowhere just to stand here all night. It’s freezing.’

Ivy looked to the clear night sky. ‘They must be loving this, leading us on this merry chase. They probably even have cameras, watching us.’ She waved at the trees. ‘Hello! Do you see us? You enjoy this, do you? Well, I’m going to find you. It may take a while, but I will. Avery didn’t die for nothing.’

Shauna caught her sister and pulled her into a hug. ‘Of course she didn’t die for nothing.’ She eyed me over her sister’s shoulder. ‘Avery made sure the people held with her would be found, that her being held would be taken seriously. She saved so many by running, Ivy.’

Ivy sniffed, tears running down her cheeks. ‘Not herself, though. Why couldn’t she do that?’

My heart broke for her.

Shauna kept her arm around her sister and helped her back to the car. ‘I think it’s time to call it a night.’

‘I’m done tracking?’ Mabel asked.

‘For now.’

Inzi led us, eyeing the trees. ‘No sign of cameras or anyone else out here.’

The trees stopped at the car park in a set line, and my gut stayed on the line when I walked into the open. There had to be something here for someone to go through so much effort making a clearing.

‘Is there anywhere else they’d have gone? Anything on a map or online?’ I asked.

Shane checked his phone, the light on his face ruining my night vision.

‘Either way, enough for one night.’ Shauna unlocked the car and bundled her sister into the passenger seat, but I couldn’t leave until I knew what aether wanted me to.

I searched for Inzi. A thump drew my gaze. She’d crumpled to the ground, out cold.

All my hair stood on end, every shadow in my frantic glance around looking like teeth or a towering man. Who the hell took Inzi out?

Her hands clutched at her throat, but her chest was still moving.

I ran for the car, but Shauna and Ivy were slumped over the passenger side, darts sticking out of their chests. And no footsteps ran with me.

No.

Shane was on the floor, his phone just out of reach. Mabel sprawled beside him, her head bleeding.

They’d picked them all off. I wanted to scream, but I could barely breathe. They’d left me for last. And I could only imagine what they wanted me for.

I stole the car keys out of Shauna’s hand, yanked open the driver’s-side door, and froze at the sound of footsteps. Close footsteps. 

Slowly, I turned to find three stone-faced men. Who the hell were they? 

All wore black. Not the same gear as the WMCF, but they were dangerous. They’d taken Inzi out with ease, and the air around them prickled like it had with Grim. 

The first punched my nose.

My head spun. I stepped back and bounced off the car but I didn’t have time to recover. 

Another man kneed my stomach. 

I doubled over, gasping.

The third smashed my face into his knee.

I threw my hands out. Air pushed my attackers back a few metres.

One stared at me, a furrow in his brow, and I couldn’t breathe. Not from panic. I tried to heave in breath but got no air. He must be blocking my oxygen. 

I fought his steely control but got nowhere. This must be the man who’d bested Inzi. 

His lanky height and those strangely narrow shoulders tickled something in my memory.

My heart pounded, a flash of a photograph slamming over my mind’s eye. He looked like the other suspect in Justin’s murder.

I threw fire, but it hit an invisible barrier. If I went with them, they’d kill me. I had to do something.

A dart pinched my shoulder.

I tried to scrunch the ground beneath their feet, knock them off balance, but they barely moved.

The men advanced again.

I had to keep them away. But my hands weren’t working, or my legs. I tried to imagine the magic I wanted, but my vision was going fuzzy at the edges, and I couldn’t connect to Lyall.

A moment later I was on the ground, my muscles crying out at the hard jolt. I was so weak, so defenceless.

Footsteps rushed forward as the world went black. But I was as trapped as I was the day Justin found me and forced me on the plane to magic school.
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I gagged hard, the salty, back-of-the-throat stench of human waste clogging my lungs. That reeked. So bad it seared my nose and I tasted it on my tongue.

What happened, and why did it smell so bad?

My face felt puffy and stung, but I prised open my eyes. My chest tightened. No, not this. Not again.

I was alone, trapped in a cell identical to the ones in my visions. I couldn’t go back to being a prisoner. Especially like this.

Not even Lyall was here. Where was he? I tried to connect to him and failed.

Then the night came back to me.

Groaning, I rolled to a sitting position and prodded my bruises. I grunted. Not good. They must’ve wailed on me after I was out. 

But somehow I wasn’t dead. I’d faced Justin’s murderer and survived. Why? The photo the human had taken was blurry, but he had to have known there was a chance I’d recognise him. The resemblance was loose enough not to matter in court, but why risk it?

I shook my head. They wanted to catch me. The letter trail was too obvious, and the fading signature was a dead giveaway. They didn’t just arrange delivery of the letter days in advance, they’d planned this whole thing – to draw us into a trap.

Why not just kill me? And where were the others? Were they here? In their own cell with a thin foam mattress that gave me serious déjà vu?

‘Hello? Can anyone hear me? Shane? Inzi?’

Nothing. Had they left my friends behind?

The cell didn’t tell me much. A bucket by the bed held leftover waste from the previous resident, whoever had been chucked out to make room for me.

The room was smaller than I remembered, the walls glaring down at me. But from all the similarities to my visions, the McKees had to have me.

But again, why capture me? They hated me. I should be dead.

I shivered, my skin pimpling. ‘Why am I here?’

My shoes were missing and the floor was biting cold without them, but I hauled to my feet and walked the perimeter of my cell, searching the corners for cameras.

I didn’t find anything. I guess watching their captives all day wouldn’t be much fun.

‘Hello?’ I pounded my fist on the spelled door.

Still nothing.

I even tried throwing magic at it, but the tiny fireball dispersed on impact, useless.

Energy flagging, I fell against the wood. The room spun. Whatever was in those darts had to be strong.

Wobbly, I returned to the bed and leaned on the wall until the world stopped moving.

This place was smaller, and colder, than my prison cell. My heart squeezed. I couldn’t go back to that place again. Never being sure from one minute to the next what my fate might be, all those questions about how I came to be there and how I’d get out scarring ruts into my brain.

And yet here I was. I bit my lip, closed my eyes, and took deep, slow breaths, until the panic went.

Then I sank into my meditative state, but there were no lights. Darkness, as far as I could reach. No one to call for help.

I smacked the bed so hard my hand thumped. That’d bruise.

Lyall? Can you hear me?

The drugs had to be affecting our connection, but they were wearing off. And he could boost my power to help me look farther away. If I got through.

Are you done sulking?

Lyall at full volume. Good. 

Where are you?

He couldn’t go farther than a mile from me and couldn’t talk to anyone except me in his raven form, but he could catch someone’s attention, if they were close enough.

Don’t get your hopes up. I woke when you did and I can’t see anyone else around for miles.

You woke when I did? 

I’d never seen him sleep.

Yes. You get knocked out, so do I. Thanks for that. It was like jumping back into oblivion.

So, it wasn’t the drugs stopping me from talking to him. Or not all the drugs.

A square flap on the cell door snapped open. A brief flash of a smart black shirt, then the man leaned down, face to the gap.

‘Perseus,’ I said. ‘You’re… not who I expected.’

‘No?’ His jaw tightened. ‘Because of you, I lost Avery. You deserve far worse than this. Sadly, your death would bring a long investigation, no matter how much pressure we exert.’

‘Perseus. Thank you for fetching her.’

Perseus shifted from the window, and Eugene replaced him.

He stood there for a good minute, not saying anything as Perseus’ footsteps retreated.

‘He’s gone.’ He sighed. ‘I’m sorry about the injuries. I told them to extract you carefully, but the men he hired… well, it doesn’t matter.’

He was ‘sorry’, but he’d organised my capture. My injuries hadn’t been treated, and the people he’d sent were efficient, trained killers. 

I gritted my teeth. I wasn’t going to show how scared I was. 

‘It matters. His people killed Justin.’

‘Under Russell’s orders, yes.’ Eugene’s lips thinned. ‘I hoped to avoid this.’

‘Kidnapping me? Or murdering Justin?’ I rubbed my clammy neck. ‘Why am I here, Eugene?’

‘I tried to tell Perseus we’d fade your magic, that you wouldn’t be a problem anymore. But the trial went sideways. You learned how to use and leverage your powers too quickly.’

‘And that’s my fault?’

‘We couldn’t let you unravel everything we’d built.’

‘Right. The non-sentient fae whose blood you bottle to sell. And the trapped women, boosting witches’ bloodlines, were too hard to let go. So what, did all the influence and money overpower your flimsy conscience?’ I raised an eyebrow. I was done pretending the society they lived in made sense. ‘Is this the big bad villain speech?’ Because I was not impressed. ‘Just kill me and get it over with.’

His eyebrows shot up. ’I didn’t take you to kill you. I took you because if I left you out there, you’d wind up dead.’

I blew out my breath. He hadn’t denied a word of it. He’d basically confirmed everything. But was he saying he didn’t want me dead? 

‘I don’t follow.’

‘Russell wants you gone. You’ve already made us move premises once. And you’d find our new property, given enough time. Sniffing things out is what strong spirit witches are best at. That gut of yours tugs you to trouble like the worst kind of partner in crime. You’re incapable of letting something go once it takes hold.’

I’d noticed. ‘So if you don’t want me dead, why keep me here, in this tiny cell?’

‘It’s secure, which is more than I can say for a hotel room. I knew you wouldn’t believe I want to help. You’ll need time to accept that.’ He snapped the door hatch shut.

‘Wait!’

His footsteps retreated, leaving me in silence once again. Apart from Lyall.

Don’t believe a word of it.

I know. He wanted me in prison, or worse. 

Though he had volunteered to hold me and my guards in the academy, and hadn’t made a move on me since…

But he wouldn’t have a change of heart so quickly. He’d captured me because I was close to upsetting their business. He probably needed something before he got rid of me. Maybe a vision? Or to check the loyalty of their workers?

I frowned. Those things were useful. But they weren’t worth keeping me alive, not with all the damage I could do. And not when they’d never trust a word I said. They couldn’t force me to tell them the truth about what I Saw.

How do I get out of here, Lyall?

They’d realise I should be dead sooner or later.

I don’t know. We’ll watch the schedule, who comes and goes, and make a plan.

We better make it a good one. After Avery’s escape, I’ll bet he has more than spelled doors and locks keeping me in.




* * *




I woke for the fifth time with a crick in my neck I couldn’t ignore. Being here felt like prison. Except the guards were far less attentive. I’d been dozing on and off all morning and still hadn’t had breakfast delivered. Or water, or a change of clothes. Reading material. A check-in. Nothing. 

My stomach dropped. They had workers in the old place. People Shane’s dad suggested had the stomach for taking care of captives. Avery had check-ins, too.

What happened if there was a fire, or if Eugene had an accident and never came back? Perseus would let me starve, and gladly. 

So were they coming back for me? Or was it all a lie? Let the problem die in a remote spot, never to be heard from again.

‘Hello! I’m thirsty and hungry here!’

You’re talking to yourself.

Thanks. I guessed that from the deafening silence. Where are you anyway?

Flying around outside the compound.

Anything to report?

No cars.

Perfect.

They weren’t just ignoring me.

I took a deep breath and let it out slow. They weren’t things I could control. But I could control what I did and how I felt. I needed a clear head. Avery held on to that when it counted. So could I.

It’s too quiet. Can you tell if anyone else is being kept here? I haven’t heard the others.

And I’d called their names for hours.

Not that I’ve seen. The building is tiny, and we’re not far off the main road. Sometimes I hear the rattle of large trucks passing by. So my guess is this place is more like a pit stop they use when moving people than a permanent holding place.

Why would he take me somewhere more exposed?

Was he really trying to save me from Russell?

Car’s coming.

Is it him?

Yes.

Good. Maybe I’d get some answers. Is he alone?

Seems so.

I sat up straighter and faced the door, waiting for the moment that hatch came down.

Eugene took his time, pottering about before he came to me. But when the hatch opened, he chucked in a bottle of water and a shopping bag.

My throat was parched from the drugs and yelling for my friends, so the sweet sound of water sloshing in the plastic was hard to resist. But I stayed put. I’d rather he hear how raspy my voice was.

‘Where have you been?’

‘Busy. You’re not my only priority.’

‘Right, there’s the rest of my friends, and all the other women you keep and breed.’

‘I let your friends go.’

Well, that was something. At least someone knew to look for me.

He shook his head. ‘I never meant for it to get to this…’

‘What, kidnapping your nephew’s girlfriend, abducting Cameron’s family, or using people like slaves?’

‘All of it.’ Strangely, his voice cracked.

But I’d seen his masks before. He was a brilliant actor when he put his mind to it. And with the hatch, I couldn’t see much of him at a time. He had more leeway to play to my sympathy.

Well, I wasn’t buying it.

‘Bullshit. You went along with it. You knew what was happening. If you didn’t try to stop it, you were complicit.’

He’d seen the other path when Shane’s dad left the company. He’d chosen money and power instead.

‘I didn’t know what it was like when I joined the company.’

‘So Russell drew you in, made you do these things? Come on! You can’t use that excuse. You’re not an unwilling victim here. I saw you smiling at the new throwbacks. And Kaylee shares your family’s blood. You’re going to say you didn’t do that?’

‘I didn’t. That was Russell.’ The snap to his voice sounded bitter.

And yet, he’d been so happy to meet her. ‘You didn’t seem displeased when you first saw her, or when you learned she was Cognata.’

‘She’s family, and it was already done. Should I ignore her? It’s not her fault how she was conceived.’

Hell if I knew how he should act around a woman whose mother was held captive in cells his uncle owned. 

‘Am I a bairn of those women you keep, Eugene?’

It came out before I could stop it. I clasped my hands, not sure I really wanted to ken. I held my breath. Any moment now, he’d spew out I was one of his experiments.

‘No. You were a surprise. I don’t know how long the Wildes blood was in the human world or which offshoot you come from, but we were aiming to activate Kaylee’s powers that night in the graveyard, not yours. We had no idea you’d be there.’

‘My gut drew me in,’ I muttered.

It was probably the brewings of my spirit powers, keen for me to solve mysteries and fix problems even before my magic activated. 

I licked my dry lips. ‘What’s your plan for me?’

‘I’m arranging for you to be moved abroad, outside Russell’s reach. I’ll make sure the WMCF fail to find any further evidence. The retrial won’t happen. You’ll be able to start a new life. It’s safer that way for all of us.’

I’d leave my magic studies behind to start again under the radar. I’d leave Rhea, Finn. My gut wrenched. Shane, too. And the women they held were still at risk. Without me, they might never be found. 

I clenched my hands. This was Eugene covering his arse, pure and simple.

‘I’m not moving to another country so you can continue to hurt people.’

I didn’t trust his word, and even if I did, I couldn’t abandon the other women to save myself.

‘Bianca, please. This would go a lot easier if you work with me.’

‘Too bad. You were happy to see me go to trial, to face the death penalty, to keep me out of your business. The last thing I’m going to do is help you.’

He smacked the door hatch shut and stomped down the corridor, yelling about awkward women.

‘Is that why you cage us?’ I couldn’t help myself, I shouted it after him, and I caught the pause in his step.

‘Stupid, stupid move, Bianca,’ I whispered.

I really hoped I hadn’t annoyed him so much he didn’t come back.




* * *




The sandwiches in the shopping bag and the water held me through to the next day, but Eugene didn’t arrive until mid-afternoon, by which point my stomach was yelling at me to eat something I didn’t have, and my pee was turning sunflower yellow. I shouldn’t have goaded him. Staying alive was precarious with only him to rely on.

So when he finally returned to my cell, I was waiting, inches from the door.

‘If you really don’t want to imprison me here, can you please keep someone here? Or tell me when you’ll be back? It’s not easy to trust you when I don’t ken when I’ll next be fed.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because your presence here is need-to-know.’

‘What are you worried about?’

‘Russell. If he finds you…’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Why are you doing all this? Why do you care?’ 

He was so keen to convince me he wasn’t trying to hurt me, but I didn’t see his angle.

‘Because I never wanted to bring women into this. I didn’t even know that’s what Russell was doing with them until a few years ago. You didn’t ask for this. You were clueless about the witch world until you stumbled into that graveyard. Hell, you’re my nephew’s girlfriend. I can’t let Russell kill you.’

So he’d grown a conscience. I’d say better late than never, but they’d hurt too many people for that. And it wasn’t like he was about to turn their business in to the authorities. 

‘Did you bring food and water?’

He pushed a water bottle through the hatch. I took it from him and grabbed his wrist with my other hand.

I held my breath as darkness took over my vision, and braced for the worst.

Dim light filled a bare-essentials office. I stood one side of the desk, and Russell sat on the other, listening to Eugene’s account of this week’s new acquisitions for the potion-making business. Most of their ‘donor stock’ seemed to come from dangerous demi-fae the WMCF captured and sent to a ‘holding facility’.

Russell tapped the table in a steady pattern. ‘That’s everything?’ he asked.

‘For now.’

‘Good. We’ll meet again next week.’

‘You didn’t want to meet the new arrivals?’

‘No, not tonight. I have another meeting.’

‘Must be important.’

Russell was about to say something else when the door behind Eugene flew open, banging against the wall.

Perseus stormed in and leaned over Russell’s table, getting into his face. ‘Did you think we wouldn’t find out?’

Russell quirked an eyebrow and laid his hands on the arms of his chair. ‘This must be good, to barge in like that.’ He peered around Perseus to shoo Eugene from the room.

Lucky for me, Eugene left but listened at the door.

‘I know what you’re putting in those potions,’ Perseus hissed. ‘Blood. Fae blood. If witches knew what they were drinking…’

‘But they won’t.’

‘And what’s to stop me going to the coven right now and shutting you down?’

‘For one, you’d all lose contact with your familiars,’ Russell drawled.

‘Not if we harvest blood with donations. Humanely.’

‘Ah. You’ve spoken to my nephew.’

That must be Shane’s dad. The talk of humane donations lined up too well with what he’d said in their kitchen to be anyone else. But why had he trusted Perseus, of all people?

‘Yes. Allister showed me the warehouse. The conditions they were kept in were disgusting. How can you let us drink something from that place?’

‘How about I offer you a deal?’

Perseus hesitated. ‘What kind of deal?’

‘I’ve heard you like Avery… what would you risk to have a child with her?’

‘A child? Avery barely looks at me since Ivy swept her off her feet.’

‘But if it were possible?’ Russell prompted.

‘I’d do almost anything.’

‘Say I acquired Avery and kept her until she had your child…’

‘You’d never do that.’

‘It’s been done before.’

Perseus huffed. ‘You mean when Cognata witches were dying out? Our bloodlines are stronger now. The demi-fae have almost stopped agreeing to produce children with us.’

‘Not all the fae parents were volunteers. How do you think we bounced back so quickly? I promise, I can keep this discreet.’

Eugene stepped back from the door and pulled it to, his hands shaking.

I snapped back to myself as Eugene prised free of my grip.

He swallowed hard. ‘What did you see?’

‘You let Russell make that deal with Perseus and did nothing?’

His lips thinned. ‘I tried. Russell told me if I said anything about the children, he’d make sure I faced death or a magic fade alongside him. And Perseus backed him up.’

‘And you gave up?’

He pulled his hand down his face. ‘I need to move you. Russell asked where I’ve been disappearing to. I don’t know what he’d do if…’

We have company.

I shushed Eugene. ‘Are you expecting anyone?’

He shook his head.

‘Someone’s here.’ 

What’s the car?

Black. Sleek. The ‘my money is better than your money’ kind.

Who’s driving?

Russell, and he has friends in the back.

How many?

Him and four others. Full car.

I kicked the empty water bottle across the room and glared at Eugene. ‘You brought him here.’

‘Who?’

‘Russell. He’s here.’

He turned white. ’I promise, I didn’t lead him here. Not intentionally. I took so long getting here because I was trying to make sure I didn’t have a tail… We need to get you out of here. Now.’

He hurried to unlock the bolts on the door, whispering something to remove the spell. His eyes weren’t focused. They flicked from me, to the door, to the hallway.

‘Why are you so nervous?’

‘He’s not going to like me taking you. He won’t listen to reason. He wants you dead, not on our property, locked up.’

He didn’t want my death to trace back to him, I suppose? A body held a lot more evidence than a letter and, working mostly alone, Eugene wouldn’t have thoroughly hidden his tracks like they had with Avery and Justin.

‘Come with me, please.’ He opened the door and held his hand out.

I walked out under my own steam, and when he opened his mouth to tell me whatever new lies and excuses he’d concocted, I ran down the corridor.

Lyall, which way do I go?

I don’t know. I couldn’t get inside.

Shite. Okay.

I ran in random patterns, trying all the doors I passed, hoping for somewhere to hide or a way to get around to their cars while they dealt with each other. But all the doors were locked. And the building wasn’t that big.

‘Bianca Nash. Didn’t expect to see you, of all people.’

I tried to turn, to bolt down another corridor, but I was held in place with air magic.

Lyall, can we fight this? 

We can try.

I felt his added energy as we fought the air magic, but it felt like we were wading through thick mud. I only won enough room to move my body, not to make a run for it. Russell was too strong.

Turning, I watched him walk to me, only a slight frown on his forehead. ‘Now why would Eugene keep you? Eugene!’

His men appeared from around a corner, holding a beaten-up Eugene between them. His cheek was swelling, blood ran freely from his nose, and he had the beginnings of a black eye.

I looked at the workers more closely and spotted one using air magic. That’s how the shifters had got to him.

He was held in place like me, out of options. But did that mean he was telling the truth? Was he breaking from Russell?

Russell sneered at his partner. ‘She’s just one more girl. You couldn’t let me kill her?’

Eugene ducked his head. ‘Shane loves her. He’d never get over it. And my brother…’

‘All I’m hearing is excuses. Soft excuses.’

Russell signalled for his men to bring Eugene closer. Then he slammed his fist into his gut, over and over.

‘I thought I’d taught you to be stronger than this.’ He spoke through gritted teeth, more hiss than yell.

Russell’s narrowed eyes must barely see what he punched. This was not the quietly sneering man I’d met in Eugene’s office. Was this what Eugene kept in check?

Russell lowered his fist and turned his back on his nephew to face me.

‘I should kill you. No one is here to see it. Eugene would never tell.’ He smirked. ‘He has too much to lose.’

‘Killing her is short-sighted,’ Eugene gasped out. ‘You can use her.’

My gut quivered. Strung between Russell’s workers, Eugene didn’t seem a threat, but if he was suggesting what I thought…

‘Drop him.’

Russell’s workers let go, and Eugene’s knees smacked into the hard floor.

He winced but held Russell’s gaze. ‘Use her. We lost our banshee. She’d be a strong replacement for spirit powers. And you know the company has friends who’d love to use a Wildes.’

Laughing, Russell slapped Eugene’s shoulder. ‘What an idea.’

I’d rather die.

Don’t tell them that. If you’re alive, you have a chance to break out. Dead, you have nothing.

Maybe, but I couldn’t survive being used like that. I couldn’t do what Avery had. I felt her pain. I knew how much it hurt her. I already had that in my head. I couldn’t have a double dose. So if I couldn’t escape before they decided on the father of a bairn, I’d find a way to end it.








  
  
  Chapter 20

  
  




I swung my legs from my cell bed, trying not to breathe too deeply. Russell and his minions had ordered pizza. The smell didn’t mix well with the stale waste in the bucket, but I was starving. Best think about something else. Russell wouldn’t feed me.

Do you think Shane and the others are looking for me?

I know they are. They’ve probably hired Mabel back again.

Brilliant. She’s bound to take her time getting here. If she wasn’t in hospital after that fall when I was captured.

I rubbed my face and leaned on the wall, the cold helping to calm me. I blocked out the laughing and the drinking and the pepperoni, even Lyall, and focused on my breathing until I slipped into that calm nothingness. Here I could pretend I was somewhere else. On a beach, savouring the salty air, the sun warming my skin. Hot sand between my toes.

The metal clatter of bolts snapped my eyes open. The hatch was shut, but the door was open.

I stood, but Russell put a finger up, stilling me.

‘Time for you to join the others in my collection.’

Pushing against his magic did me little good, so I let his air magic take me from the cell, out of the building, and into his waiting van. It was better to save my energy for a battle I might win.

Eugene watched me get shut away, my hands locked in handcuffs, then he got into his own car. Russell grinned at me and waved goodbye before joining him.

And as the workers piled in behind me, something sharp pricked my neck, and then the world went dark again.




* * *




I woke in a new cell with a cleaned-out waste bucket and a lot of noise.

A woman was moaning and yelling next door every few minutes. Someone was calming her between the yells, telling her it was almost over. She must be in labour.

Pain hit me hard, my stomach griping. I breathed through it and cleared my mind until the pain ebbed away. And I held my breath for the next few minutes until I was sure the pain wouldn’t return.

Being in the McKees’ clutches wasn’t helping with Avery’s memories. She was getting stronger rather than weaker, and I’d rather not be stuck with her.

Lyall?

I’m here.

Where are we?

Somewhere much more remote. It’s like the farm Avery ran from. Small roads and trees in every direction.

How the hell did I get into this?

It wasn’t all my gut. It was the witch system. Their society. I tried working within it, and they put me on trial. I tried gaming it, using it to get what I wanted, and I wound up back behind bars, albeit not the official kind.

So what did I do? How did I get out of this? The midwife Avery used wouldn’t be here anymore, and they would’ve tightened security after she’d escaped. So it’d be even harder for me to get away, and I didn’t have the advantage of knowing the place or the people. And, frankly, I didn’t want to get to a point where I had that advantage.

The hatch on my door snapped open, and Eugene’s bruised face took up the gap.

He’d put me here. He’d suggested this. After trying to make me believe he’d help me. 

‘What the hell do you want?’

‘Why are you so angry?’

‘You told him to bring me here. To use me like livestock, and you’re asking why I’m angry?’

‘He would’ve killed you. It saved your life.’

It also stopped Russell punching him. ‘So what, am I supposed to thank you?’

He sighed. ‘Why couldn’t you trust me to get you out of there?’

I blinked. ‘You really have to ask that?’

I’d Seen a glimpse of a scared man who gave in to fear and refused to help Avery. How could I trust that? He’d done exactly the same thing when Russell caught me. He’d sold me out to save himself.

Eugene stared at me long enough the woman next door yelled again, the midwife telling her to push. He winced and shuffled away from her cell door.

‘Can’t handle what you’ve done?’

‘Why do you think I helped you?’

For a moment, I actually felt sorry for him, but I quickly burnt my sympathy. He’d sacrificed others rather than himself. Blackmailed or not, he didn’t deserve sympathy.

‘Why are you here, Eugene?’ I was tired of listening to his woe-is-me speech.

‘I want you to know I won’t leave you like this.’

I snorted. I gave him as long as it took for Russell to find out before he gave up on helping me. ‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’

‘Be ready.’ He closed the hatch.

I assume he left, but my neighbour’s yells were now higher in pitch, so I couldn’t be sure. 

Poor woman. I shuddered, my ears ringing. One day that woman might be me. I wanted to scream.

I covered my ears and drew my knees up to my chest but I couldn’t slip back into that meditative state with a birth next door. Her cries jolted me out of my calm each time, another reminder of what was coming for me.

In the end I lay facedown on the bed and bundled the blanket over my ears. It only blocked out the worst of it, but it was better than nothing. What I needed was a distraction.

You seen anything useful out there, Lyall?

Useful, no. Getting out of here is next to impossible.

Damn it.

Maybe I should have taken Eugene’s hand and made a run for it back at the other place. At least he had a semblance of a heart. And that place was near a road.

All kinds of non-sentient fae are out here in a large open pen between the building and the fenced edge of the compound.

Chained up?

Walking free.

Then how did they get us in here? Oh. They used air magic.

Russell proved I didn’t have the juice to get past air specialists. If I wanted out of here, I either needed an escort, or I’d have to take them by surprise and fight my way out.

Shite.

Exactly.

If the trial had taught me anything, I couldn’t sit around and wait for rescue.

Which are the worst? Is there an easier way out?

They’re moving all the time. It’d depend where they were when you got out.

The unsaid ‘if you get out’ was in his voice.

Talk me through the layout. I want to ken everything. Just in case.




* * *




Morning and evening the next few days were marked by deliveries of mostly stale bread with sweaty cheese and a soft apple. But there was lots of water to wash it all down.

Still, I found myself aching for a view of the sky, the stars, the sun. I was in prison too long this year. And I wasn’t ready to go back to it. I’d only just found a semblance of freedom.

The bolts on my door were pulled back as I finished my meal.

I glimpsed two guards before the door was shut and bolted, with a small man on the inside. He couldn’t be much taller than five foot, and his front teeth were unusually large.

‘Bianca Nash.’ His beady eyes looked me over, then he flicked through his paperwork. ‘Young, likely fertile, known sexual partners. No known STDs. Good.’ He handed me a swab. ‘I need a sample for tests.’

‘Tests for what?’

He frowned. ‘To ensure you are free of disease.’

‘STDs?’ I couldn’t believe he was asking me to swab myself for that. In front of him!

‘Yes. Now, please, I have rounds to finish.’

I tried to give him back the swab, but he put his hands up, flat. 

‘This won’t be pleasant if you refuse.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘My helpers can be rough. Do we understand each other?’

I kept hold of the swab, seething. But I’d do what he asked. One man seeing this was better than three.




* * *




Eugene came back the following evening. He spoke briefly to the guards outside, muffled so I didn’t hear, and then he undid the door bolts and walked in.

I eyed the open door, tempted to make a run for it, but that hadn’t worked so well last time. And here, I wouldn’t get very far.

‘I know they sent the doctor yesterday. I’m sorry. If I’d known, I would’ve warned you.’

What good did warning me do? I’d still be on the same path to birthing an unwanted bairn, screaming as the long-toothed doctor watched on.

‘Now that they’ve started processing you, Russell will lose interest. He’s not often hands-on. He’d rather assess more women to collect while he waits on reports on your worth as a… carrier.’

‘That’s good news?’

‘Give me time. I will find you a way out.’

I shook my head. ‘Is this what you do to all the women here? Do you dangle escape under their nose to keep them compliant?’

‘No.’ He sighed and turned for the door. ‘Please, be patient.’

He bolted the door and left me stewing. I needed a plan. A good one. A way to use him and his guilty conscience, if that was what it was, to get out of here. Or at least have a semi-decent shot.

The doctor would be no use, and the guards were half terrified. That much I knew from the ones the WMCF had caught. But whatever I did, I couldn’t trust Eugene. He had too many faces.




* * *




The doctor gave me the all clear. He’d actually smiled as he informed me, like I should be happy this meant they could move forward in their ‘process’.

Where did they find people like that? Were they turned dark from money, or were they like that to begin with?

After the doctor left, I kept an eye on the door and, sure enough, Eugene turned up not long after. Again, he spoke to the guards and got a few minutes alone with me in the cell.

‘Back again?’

He crossed his arms. ‘We have a surprise delivery coming in late tonight.’

‘Is that a euphemism for more slaves?’

‘No, actually. They’re highly dangerous non-sentient fae we’ve taken off the WMCF’s hands.’

‘Ah, from your friends in the force.’

His lip twitched. ‘Have your familiar watch.’

‘Why?’

‘Just do it.’

He meant something he wasn’t saying. I grabbed his arm and got a quick flash of him offering WMCF officers an obscene amount of money to unlock the back doors before entering the compound.

Stumbling, I stepped back, letting him go. He really was on my side.

He nodded and left, bolting the door again.

I couldn’t hold back a smile. With the creatures escaping the transport, I had a chance.

Lyall?

Yeah?

Eugene wants you to watch the delivery tonight.

I can do that. Do you think he’s planning something?

If I was relying on my human gut alone, I’d think he was taunting me. But with that vision… He’s planned a distraction. We can use it to get out.

You’re sure?

My spirit powers are.

And really, they were what mattered. They weren’t clouded by the people I liked or past experiences. I should’ve relied on them more heavily far earlier. They were what worried Russell and Eugene, and they were what would get me out of here.

Hours passed, and my eyes grew heavy as the compound quieted for the night. I slipped into sleep before I knew it, dreaming of fences, creatures with spiked claws and gaping mouths, of not being able to move, held in place with air magic as the monsters descended.

Bianca!

Groggily, I sat up.

I’ve been calling you for ten minutes.

Why so snappy?

The delivery is here.

I rubbed sleep from my eyes. What’s happening?

The building’s lights snapped on, and a blaring alarm rang out.

Three creatures got out of the back of the truck, all riled up. They have air magic, and they’re fighting the guards.

He really did it.

I frowned and glanced at my door. Maybe… 

It pulled back easily. 

I gasped and stared at the handle for a good minute. He’d unbolted it.

Lyall, Eugene let me out.

And the alarm would bring all the guards to the front of the compound to deal with the escape.

How are the creatures spaced out?

Most are bunched around the disruption, but not all of them. There are some nasties elsewhere.

Got it. 

I’d take my chances.








  
  
  Chapter 21

  
  




The corridors were almost empty. This place was a lot more warrenous than the tiny pit stop warehouse. But I quickly came across a main corridor linking the front and back doors, still marked by human regulation EXIT signs. Should I risk it?

I bit my lip. At least it was a straight run to freedom. I could get cornered in any kind of dead end if I went another way.

Screw it.

I looked up and down the corridor. There was a crush at the front of the building where the alarm was loudest, though even back here it was drilling a hole through my eardrums. But no one was watching the other end.

Back door it was.

I sprinted down the corridor. In a few places, a stone bruised the arch or heel of my shoeless feet.

I gritted my teeth, blowtorch-hot pain flashing through my mind. A warning about how much worse the ground outside would be.

Ahead, people yelled over the alarm, asking what’d happened.

Damn it. I couldn’t see them yet, so the guards must be coming down one of the side corridors.

I sprinted faster, hoping they wouldn’t notice me fly by.

‘You!’

Not so lucky. I looked over my shoulder. They were chasing me. No shoes were a dead giveaway I didn’t belong.

I tried to conjure flame or electricity, but my heart was beating wildly, and I couldn’t summon anything close to the calm required. I needed instinctive magic. I had to hope all those theory lessons last term paid off.

I threw my hands towards them, wishing they wouldn’t follow, that they’d be thrown back. And they were. Hard. Into a wall. Both smacked their heads and slumped to the floor.

I faltered and stopped.

What are you doing? Get out of there! They won’t be the only ones coming this way.

I know.

But I had to ken they weren’t dead. I watched for a second. Good. They were still breathing. And the smaller one’s shoes might do for me, in a pinch.

I unlaced them and slipped my feet in. They were loose, but blistered feet were better than what had happened to me – to Avery – last time.

And then I hesitated again, my gut drawing me to look more closely. 

Against my instinct to run, the hair on my neck already standing on end, I lingered. 

Which was when I spotted a lump in his jacket pocket. A phone.

Grabbing it, I pushed his finger onto the fingerprint sensor, then left him, already turning on the location. In a few seconds, I knew where I was. 

I texted the coordinates to Shane, along with a message: ‘I’m here. Women, too. Send cavalry. B xx’

I didn’t have time to go into the depth I wanted, to share how much I missed him, how much I wanted to see Russell and the rest get caught for this. I had to run, before they found me and decided I was better dead after all.

But despite the danger, warmth filled me from the inside out. Shane wouldn’t stop until he’d convinced Inzi and Grim and their boss to come get me. Probably the Delvauxs and their tracker friend, too. I just had to last that long.

 Heart pounding, I turned my awkward walk into a loping run, the shoes clumping with each footfall.

Thank hell I didn’t need to be quiet with the racket at the front of this place.

I pushed harder and stared at the doors at the end of the corridor. They’d be locked, but I threw my hands out, hoping for the best.

Fire and air blew the doors off their hinges. I never imagined an exit that dramatic, but I was out of here. The how didn’t matter.

I stepped into the fenced compound. That’s where my creeping hope snuffed out.

Between me and the far fence were two or three hundred metres of open space, and creatures wandered around at will. 

My lessons hadn’t gone into all the non-sentient species yet, but the claws dripping with blood and ragged bite marks told me they didn’t play nice.

Creatures roamed in twos, packs, and solo. Most were Animalistic, but some were so thin their skin stretched over their skeletons as they moved.

I tried not to look too close. My lesson had said that some non-sentients would fight to the death at a whisper of a dominance challenge.

Lyall? Which way?

I spotted him circling overhead, more towards the front of the building than my side. Good. That way, he didn’t give me away.

The worst are over here. Head for the fence. Use magic if you have to, but you’ll be faster if you can avoid a fight.

I took a deep breath and moved at a brisk walk, wincing every time the loose shoes scuffed the concrete.

Hiding from the beasts out here was impossible, and if a guard glanced this way, I was completely exposed. So I made do with my hurried walk. Running would bring even more attention. And with all the lights flared to full brightness with the alarm, I couldn’t sneak through the shadows.

Each scuff brought a creature’s eyes. They ranged in size from wolves to elephants, with far more on the larger side than the small. Better for blood collection that way.

My back and face were beaded with sweat, the quick glances from the beasts showing me double rows of serrated teeth, lava-bright fire, a slim, needle-sharp tail… 

Step by step, I made it to one hundred metres. Then one fifty. But a pack of muscular horse-sized creatures with wolfish faces and elfishly long ears was crossing my path. Their green, camouflaged bodies and strong jaws weren’t my idea of a prey animal.

I’d have to go around them. I changed my angle to cut past when heat blasted my arm.

I bit my tongue, but a whimper-like squeak made it out of me, and the passing group’s straggler turned and looked, then the rest.

It took a moment to fight past the pain-filled fog. The wolves hadn’t attacked me.

Adrenaline kicked in, and I jumped to the side and twisted to see my attacker.

A blade of terror cut through my lungs, stealing my breath away. It was a barghest. I’d know those burning eyes and the bear-like furred body anywhere.

A ball of flames churned in its clawed paw.

I backed up. Was it playing with me that day in the graveyard, like I thought, or had those broken chains bound its powers?

A wolfish yip and a sudden tug on my stomach stopped my retreat. The wolves had circled us.

Lyall. I have a situation here.

You do. Those are not friendlies.

I know. I’ve met a barghest before. How bad are the others?

The pack will attack if you’re aggressive.

So I can’t defend myself?

I faced down my odds. Fifty metres and a fence to scale, versus a pack of oversized wolves and a bear-like beast with searing sharp claws and fire magic.

Well, I wasn’t dead yet.

The barghest roared and lunged. 

I jumped back, among the wolves, and was scaling one before I’d thought it through.

It nipped back at me, whipping its head around, but it’d take real effort to sink its teeth in at this angle.

The barghest paused a few metres away, its flaming eyes blazing a hole through me.

For now, the wolves held him in place, but the pack weren’t happy with me.

The wolves on either side growled low in their bellies, their tails snapping through the air.

I needed a plan. Fast.

The barghest threw a fireball, then another. I ducked and twisted, but the third singed my shoulder, burning through my jacket. It was finding its range.

Snapping and howling at the barghest, the pack backed up. Away from the fence, towards the building.

Not the direction I wanted.

A fifth fireball caught the creature I was on. The stench of burning fur filled my nose. He whimpered and bucked, rising onto his hind legs to throw me off, then he collapsed.

I jumped before he rolled to put out the smouldering flames and ran for the fence.

Snaps, growls, and thumping feet chased, but I made it to the fence in one piece. It rose high above me, and closer up, its multicoloured hue was clear. Damn it.

Lyall… The arse lickers spelled the fence.

The running feet behind me slowed. 

I turned around.

The barghest had found two friends, and their red-orange fiery eyes were turning blue. Not good. I couldn’t play dodgeball for long with that many.

Lyall!

A pause. How did you manage that?

What can I do? They look mad.

Were these the same barghests Kaylee and I had fought in the graveyard?

Lyall fluttered down from the rooftop.

Hurry. Air shifters got the new creatures under control.

I wanted to strangle him and demand a plan, but I was the one with magic. I needed to use it. I thought through my different options, listening carefully to my gut.

Fighting my way out had the least wrenching response.

Magic-wise, fire was my strongest element after spirit. Then air. I could try pushing them back, but the pack were watching from a safe distance. The moment I attacked, they’d pounce. And pushing back that many creatures with that much weight would be like trying to shove a cruise ship. Not happening.

Do you ken what the fence does?

The most common boundary spells are reflection magic.

Okay, so blowing a hole in the fence was a very bad idea. Getting over or under it’d be my best bet.

I tapped my hand lightly on the metal, and it zapped so hard my hand jerked backwards. Must be electrified, too.

I was running out of time. The more I stood here thinking about this, the closer the wolves crept. 

One wolf pawed the ground, its claws sinking deep. 

I swallowed hard, remembering the last slide of drool on my neck before they tore it out… 

Three fireballs flew towards my chest from different angles.

No way I could dodge them, so I threw my hands up and hoped I wouldn’t get hit. 

Air dispersed the flames behind me, like a shield. Hell yes for instinctive magic. 

Lyall, can you keep the shield around me?

I deepened my breathing and concentrated on the feel of air, the sun, the ground, the shoes rubbing on my feet. All those meditation techniques to sink into my meeting with Avery would help me stay calm enough to maintain the shield. They had to.

I’ve got it.

I ran behind one of the wolf creatures and smacked its arse, my shield dispersing another six fireballs and a wolf snap on the way.

The wolf tried to run, but I used air to block it.

Bianca…

I ignored Lyall and used air to force the wolf to the fence. The moment it touched the wires it went down, knocked out.

And then two fireballs slammed into my back. They seared holes in my jacket. I tore it off before the fire ate into my skin and hurried back to the fence, dodging more fireballs.

What the hell happened to my shield?

The barghests’ teeth were in a spiky grin now they’d found their mark. They were far more sentient than I first thought.

I can’t shield and move the wolves. Pick one.

Shit.

The wolves’ fur stood on end, their growls creating a stereo-like sound, pushing at me from all sides.

Two flew forward.

I threw fireballs, pulled the ground from beneath them, and stole their air. I couldn’t hold all the air back from their mouths and noses for long, but it was enough for them to grow clumsy.

The barghests chucked fireballs at me while my shield was down and loped forward, claws out.

I dropped the wolves for my shield, but I couldn’t keep this up forever. One of them would get through. The wolves were already shaking themselves off.

And it was quiet. Too quiet. The alarm had stopped.

A figure hurried this way. 

‘Move! Get over the fence!’ Eugene threw fireballs at the remaining creatures near me. ‘Go! The spell is down. Power’s out. I’ll keep them back.’

I looked again at the fence and, sure enough, it was just metal now. I probed my spirit powers but didn’t get an adverse reaction to Eugene’s help. So I used the back of the downed wolf as a boost, then grabbed the wire fence and hauled myself up and over, lowering then dropping to the ground on the other side, my ankles throbbing.

Eugene was halfway across the courtyard, most the wolves out cold and the barghests flinging fireballs at him, their fur singed.

But other creatures were coming back this way now the disturbance at the door had been dealt with. Dozens of them.

Guards poured out the back doors, pointing at me and Eugene.

Russell yelled something from behind the lot of them and pushed to the front.

He jabbed his finger at me and spoke to his men, then he advanced on his nephew.

Eugene didn’t move an inch, his wide eyes still watching me. Russell had trapped him with air magic.

I didn’t have the power to defeat Russell, and we both knew it.

I couldn’t wait either. One set of guards were running to the fence, air specialists protecting them from non-sentient fae, and the other were heading for an outbuilding with heavy chains wrapped around the lock. I hadn’t noticed it before, but the searing pain in my gut told me to run.

But I felt rooted to the spot. I couldn’t leave Eugene to his uncle.

His lips moved, mouthing something.

A moment later, the fence was spelled again. Eugene trapped himself in there.

I shook my head, searching his eyes. ‘Run,’ he mouthed.

The guards Russell sent for me were at the fence, calling for someone to undo the spell.

Still, I couldn’t look away. I didn’t believe Eugene would sacrifice so much for me.

Russell walked to his nephew’s side, whispered something in his ear, and then Eugene was moving, closer and closer to the wolves. They were in a frenzy, teeth gnashing and saliva flying. Their packmate was hurt. People were in their territory. And they couldn’t get to any of them. 

Almost tentatively, a wolf swiped at Eugene’s hand, but he wasn’t shielded. Blood spurted out, and the wolves howled. They snapped at him, here and there, and Eugene fell to his knees, a glass-shattering scream tearing out of his throat. 

A shiver ran down my spine, and I ran. 

Whatever Eugene did in his life, he’d saved me, and I couldn’t honour that with my death, frozen to the spot with my own stupid fear.

My borrowed shoes dug into my feet, but I kept going, plunging into the woods.

My breath came in gasps after a few minutes. 

Another few minutes stretched by. I wasn’t covering enough ground. I clutched the new stitch in my side and blocked out the pain, focusing on my breath. And my gut. The thought of going back or left filled me with dread, but forward and right were fine.

Lyall, can you see which way is better from up there?

Can’t see any roads yet. Your guess is as good as mine.

I heard the worry in his voice and used it to spur me on. I couldn’t give in.

Branches and leaves tore at my arms and caught in my hair, but I ripped myself free and ran until the thudding of my boots and my gasping breaths settled into a steady rhythm.

After another mile or so a familiar roar and a keening cry split my eardrums. The barghests were in the woods. And something else.

My gut swirled and seemed to rise into my chest until I looked up. There, flying over the night sky, blacking out the stars. Something between a vulture and a bloody dragon.

I dived through a gap in nettles and out the other side, trying to keep below good tree cover. If they couldn’t see me, they couldn’t spear me with those evil claws.

Lyall.

I didn’t even ken what I wanted. Maybe just confirmation someone was there, that someone cared what happened next, because my legs were on fire and numb, and my knees felt like they could go sideways any moment.

Keep going.

That plan didn’t work forever. 

My gut had to have something to say here. Which way did I go? Which way would I find safety? But it was stubbornly quiet, as if all directions were as good as each other. Had I run myself into a corner?

The barghests roared again, no more than a few hundred metres behind.

I threw my hand back, aiming for a fireball, but I was so tired only smoke came out. And that was with Lyall’s energy. He must be using all he had to help me on this mad run.

I see a road.

Where? How far?

Left.

My gut pinched, and I turned before I could think about how much harder that way was. The new route climbed uphill.

Shit. Was that a gap in the canopy?

I jumped to the side too late.

Claws gripped my shoulders, and the creature’s weight carried me to the ground.

Its wings wrapped around me. I laid my hands on it and tried to burn it, to move it away, but nothing happened.

I dug down deep within myself, hoping for a last spark of energy, and I pushed what I had out. Again, nothing. And then my gut jumped, back towards the road.

Check the road, Lyall. Who’s there?

I should stay here with you. You need my energy.

Please, check the road. It’s not far.

With or without his energy, I wasn’t winning this fight without help.

He fluttered in place, staring at me beneath the beast’s wings, but eventually he flew over the trees.

As soon as he was out of sight, my limbs felt heavier, my breathing came faster, and I couldn’t even find my magic.

It’s Shane with the tracker and the others. We’re coming, Bee.

You’re lying. I only just texted them.

The tracker already got them close.

The bird beast raked my sides, its claws knocking against my ribs, blood seeping through my top.

I whimpered, pulling my knees up to my chest, tucking in my head and covering my face.

The bird struck my side, my head, its wings flapping wildly.

Heat washed over me.

I peeked through my arms when the creature stilled.

Fire splayed around its back and wings, and the crackling sound that accompanied it was horrific. Skin-crisping.

I swallowed past the lump in my throat. Any moment now, the barghest would throw the creature aside and finish me off, like it had tried to do before I’d found my powers.

Sharp tears welled and ran down my cheeks as the fire stopped and the smoking creature was torn away, its claws ripping free of my side.

My breath cut out, my chest swelling. It wasn’t a barghest. It was Inzi. Was I imagining this? 

She crouched beside me, tore her shirt, and wadded it to my side, pressing hard into my wound. Her teal hair tipped down around her face like a curtain of water.

I barely felt it. The world was off, more unreal than real, colours and details softening.

‘Are you really here?’

‘We all are.’ She moved slightly so I could see beyond her.

Shane was running towards us, Grim finishing off the last of the barghests.

I reached for Shane, but my hand dropped fast. 

He caught it before it hit the grass and held on tight, lacing his fingers through mine, stroking my palm.

Warmth flooded my body from my fingertips to my stomach. I knew he’d find me.

‘We need to move her. She’s bled a lot and needs stitches,’ Inzi said, giving Shane room. ‘Can you carry her?’

‘I’ve got her.’

Gently, he slid his hands underneath my knees and back, adjusting his hold when I winced at the burnt area.

I nuzzled into his top, pine and woodsy spice surrounding me.

He peered at me, his hazel eyes covered in a strange sheen I took too long to realise were tears.

‘You’ll be okay. We’ll get you help.’

He looked back to the road, his jaw tight, and his eyes hardened. He’d be there with me through anything, and he’d make sure I was okay. But the broken gruffness to his voice tore me worse than any claws.

‘I love you, Shane,’ I whispered.

He jerked, his eyes flashing to mine, the frown gone and the tears threatening to spill over.

‘I’m not losing you.’

He switched from a quick walk to a jolting jog, and their voices muffled to background noise, my mind struggling to ken the words, then giving up.








  
  
  Chapter 22

  
  




Colours seemed brighter and the world fresher, more immediate.

Crashes, roars, screeches, and yells competed for attention as the WMCF officers continued to wrestle the compound under their control.

I watched with Shane from where they’d parked, a way down the backwoods trail that led to the warehouse building.

The ambulance crew had washed me down, stitched me up, and bound me in bandages, especially around my middle. But even the antiseptic smell tickling my nose couldn’t overwhelm the tingly warmth of Shane’s arm around my shoulders and the softness of his top against my cheek.

He pressed a kiss into my hair, his fingers squeezing my shoulder. ‘Did you mean what you said?’

His voice was a whisper, and I knew he was resting his chin on my head in case I said no, so I turned to face him, looking deep into those hazel eyes turned brown in the dark. He had nothing to fear.

I threaded my hands through his hair. The ends tickled my palms. And I kissed him, my heart bursting at how much I wanted to say, how he was a balm to my pain, how with him I felt like I belonged, like I was safe, like nothing bad could touch me, how the smell of pine and mint and musk was home…

Pulling back just enough to speak, I said, ‘I meant it. I love you.’

My voice was tight, but he heard me. I searched his eyes. 

He smiled and gently stroked the edge of a shallow cut on my cheek. ‘I love you more, trouble.’

I laughed, then. The nickname had never been more true. My spirit powers had dragged me into one hell of a mess.

‘Once we’re out of this, we’ll tussle over that one.’

I pulled him closer as Inzi, Grim, and other WMCF officers corralled non-sentient and sentient fae into trucks to be cared for and offered a new home.

The captive women and babies had taken my place near the ambulance, the crew triaging them by greatest need. Callum was helping where he could. I hadn’t realised he was here until my injuries were treated.

And Eugene… I stared at the white tent, covering the spot where Russell had killed him.

He’d died on the concrete, but Russell had been caught and spelled into a car, the women were free, and Avery’s fear loosened its hold on my mind which gave me hope one day she might leave me.

Everything had finally come together. From here on, no one could say my spirit powers were a lie. And no one could say there wasn’t corruption at the heart of the witch community. 

I smiled. With Inzi and Keller and all those women behind me, a retrial would be impossible. Inzi would make sure the WMCF found Justin’s real killer, and with all I’d done to prove my spirit powers, Keller was sure to back her.

A car bumped down the track behind us, its passengers bobbing up and down on the rough road, two of them pushing against the ceiling to hold themselves in place. Another frowned, probably using air magic.

I nodded to them, and Shane followed my gaze.

‘They’re not WMCF,’ he said.

And they weren’t the coven either. So who else knew what had happened and how to find us?

One of them spotted me and nudged everyone else in the car until they all stared at me, grinning.

They parked up quick and left the doors of the car open, running to the boot and coming towards us with cameras.

Damn it. I’d hoped I’d be long out of here before the press arrived.

Flashes peppered me and Shane until I closed my eyes against his chest. He wrapped his arms around me, his muscles tensing. No doubt he was giving them his best death glare.

‘How did Bianca know where to look?’ One called.

I frowned, the knots in my stomach loosening. They’d used my name rather than Wildes, and the question wasn’t totally hostile.

The flashing stopped, and I peeked again. The four of them were spread a respectable distance back from us, the camera rolling.

‘Can you tell us about your visions?’ the lead woman asked, dressed up for the camera with heavy makeup. ‘Did you get your first hint what was happening when you arrived at the academy, or later?’

‘I…’ I looked to Shane, but he shrugged. He had as much idea about what to do here as me. A soft feeling of gratitude brushed my mind, and then left, a weight lifting from me, and I knew Avery had gone. And that told me exactly what I needed to say. Because as much as we’d won today, as much as we’d revealed, we had a long way to go.

‘Today’s not about me,’ I said, nodding to the women by the ambulance. ‘Those women are the real heroes here. Talk to them. Tell their stories.’



















* * *




Thank you for reading A Dangerous Witch. I hope you enjoyed the read and that the characters grew on you as much as they did me. 




If you’d like to know more about Shane – his family life, his accident, and his gap year – you can read his prequel story here: http://tiny.cc/3kpnqz




And if you’ve enjoyed this series, please consider leaving a review to help other readers decide if this series is for them:  http://tiny.cc/6lpnqz




Thanks again.




Holly 
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